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Chapter 1 


ERUPTION 


The road carved into the sheer side of the cliff was a narrow, 
tortuously winding ribbon of gray concrete in the moonlight, an 
elusive ribbon that sometimes disappeared altogether as wisps of fog 
rose off the Pacific far below and gathered suddenly into thick, eye- 
blinding shrouds. 

A hundred and fifty miles to the north lay San Francisco, asleep 
and closed in tight by the worsening weather. 

Far to the south was the Mexican border, and this was their 
destination. This was where the six of them had decided they would 
have breakfast. There was no doubt that the sleek, powerful, steel- 
gray Jag XK-E could get them there on time. The deep throb of the 
beautifully tuned engine under the long hood gave them the promise; 
and the wild, determined ferocity of the driver as she tooled the 
splendid mechanical beast around the hairpin turns was their 
guarantee. 

She was only nineteen, but she had been driving motorcycles and 
high-speed sports cars for four or five years and she was an expert. 
She was complete master of the surging horsepower under her, and 
her reactions and judgment were infallible as the great black tires 
screamed around the curves, inches from the sheer drop into the 
turgid, churning waters and jagged rocks far below. 

The four in the back were smoking again and the heavy, fetid odor 
of the shared stick hit her nostrils. She laughed under her breath. Her 
eyes went to the tachometer and she saw that on this short stretch the 
engine was turning up to 4000. There was a sharp turn to the left a 
few hundred yards ahead and the twin beams from the powerful Lucas 
headlamps suddenly cut the ribbon of the highway, knifed far out into 
the darkness high above the ocean. 

She didn’t cut her speed. It was an outside curve but she knew 
what the car would do. 

The boy next to her muttered drowsily and his hand stretched out 
and caressed her breast. 

Again she laughed. It didn’t take much to give them their kicks. 

She spoke suddenly, her voice low and deep, and the words were 
not meant for any ears but her own. 

“Cheap thrills,” she said. “Booze and sex and weed. I think I’ll give 
us a real thrill.” 

Two miles down the highway a small, four-year-old Chevrolet was 


making hard going of it as the tired, middle-aged driver strained his 
near-sighted eyes northward through the intermittent fog. Gordon 
Flesher was a careful driver and hated driving at night under any 
conditions. He spoke to his wife, his voice tinged with irritation. He’d 
been driving steadily for more than seven hours and had grown weary 
even before the sea mists had begun to rise. 

“Damn it, Louise,” he said, “this is foolish. 1 know you wanted to 
see the Big Sur, but it doesn’t make sense doing it in the middle of the 
night. Especially a night like this.” 

His wife sighed and took the cigarette from her mouth. 

“The children wanted ...” she began, but he interrupted her. 

“They’re asleep,” he said. “I can hear Bonnie snoring and the twins 
have been out like a pair of lights for the last hundred miles. If I come 
to any sort of motel, I’m going to call it quits. This damned road 
would be dangerous even in the daytime, and with the brakes the way 
they are on this buggy ...” 

“All right, Gordy,” his wife said. “We'll stop whenever you want. 
But we haven’t passed anything for miles and I have a hunch we won’t 
until we get around Carmel. Just drive slow, and if you want, why not 
pull over to the side and rest a bit.” 

“On this road? Hell, there’s no place to pull over on this road. 
Light me a butt will you, honey?” He paused and when she handed 
him the lighted cigarette, he said, “Thank the Lord there isn’t any 
traffic. That’s all I’d need, a lot of cars coming at me.” 

As he finished the sentence the Chevy took a curve to the right and 
he saw the headlights of a car far ahead. In a moment he lost the 
lights and figured that the oncoming car must be more than a mile 
away. He had picked up its headlights, he realized, as it had swung 
around a curve, probably two or three valleys to the north. 
Instinctively he cut his speed to around thirty-five miles an hour. A 
blanket of fog dropped over him like a gigantic blindfold. When he 
came out of it he caught another glimpse of the lights. Then, abruptly, 
they were gone. 

The blond boy in the back of the Jag wound down the window and 
tossed out the butt. He stretched lazily and reached for the bottle of 
vodka. Before he lifted it to his mouth, he said, “Hell, Cissy, why you 
driving on the wrong side of the road?” 

The girl behind the wheel laughed. 

“Tt’s an English car, dope,” she said, “and the British always drive 
on the left-hand side. This Jag knows its manners.” 

“Tt better learn American manners if you meet anyone, kid,” the 
boy said, and drank. 

The driver laughed again. 

“If I meet anyone,” she said, “they move over.” She pushed down 


the throttle and the tach began to climb toward the red. “If we’re 
going to have breakfast south of the border, I can’t spare the horses, 
and at this speed, I have the inside track to make the turns.” 

“And if they don’t move over?” 

“Destiny, buddy boy. Fate. Don’t fight it.” 

The tires suddenly screamed in anguish and the car swayed and 
rolled up on the two outside wheels. The drowsing redhead in the 
back suddenly jolted awake and gasped. Then she giggled. 

“Wheeeeeee!” she keened. “Ride ‘em, Cissy!” 

Cissy gunned the engine and fought the steering wheel, her eyes 
glinting and her lips slightly parting. She almost sang as the car flung 
itself into a sharp turn and teetered on the brink of nothingness. Then 
they barrelled into a straightaway and the machine found its 
equilibrium again without losing any of its searing forward speed. 

The driver took one small slender hand from the wheel and pushed 
a lock of corn-colored hair out of her eyes, then cut back to the left 
side of the two-lane highway. Her delicate mouth straightened a little 
and her small firm jaw thrust slightly forward. 

Through the heavy bank of sudden fog she saw the lights of the 
oncoming car some five hundred yards ahead of her. 

Her hand slapped the button of the twin air horns, but neither did 
she let the Jag drift back into its own lane nor did she slacken speed 
as the blast of sound ripped through the night. 

Gordon Flesher did what ninety-nine out of a hundred drivers 
would have done under the cirumstances. He jammed his foot on the 
brake. The car slowed from thirty-five miles per hour to around 
twenty-five. That was all there was time for. As he braked he pulled 
the wheel sharply even though he realized that on his right, not four 
feet from the edge of the paved road, the rock cliffs stretched straight 
up, unyielding and deadly. But he had no cause to fear the rock face, 
for he never reached it. Time ran out. He screamed an obscenity and 
his last thought was one of guilt. 

He and Louise were strapped in by their seat belts, but the children 
—Bonnie, ten, and the twins, Jack and Carol, six—were sleeping in 
the back of the Chevy and there was nothing to hold them. 

It would not have made the slightest difference if there had been. 
Louise Flesher’s belt ruptured every vital organ in her abdomen before 
it snapped, and the jagged edges of the shattered windshield 
decapitated her. His own belt held, but it did not save him from being 
impaled on the steering column. 

State Police, some ninety minutes later, considered it a miracle 
that he had lived long enough to utter that one broken sentence before 
he died. 

“Deliberately ... drove ... head-on into us,” Flesher had said. And 


then the blood filled his mouth and he was no longer alive. 

They had trouble getting his body free from the steering column; 
but they had a lot more trouble separating and putting together the 
shattered pieces of the other ten victims of the tragedy. 

The following day people reading of the accident in their 
newspapers, or hearing the grim details over the radio, thought it was 
a shocking shame that a nice middle-class family should have been 
completely wiped out while on their vacation. They thought it was an 
awful tragedy that six young, healthy college kids should have gone to 
their deaths in the head-on collision. And that was about their only 
reaction. They were not, of course, in possession of all the facts. 

Because of the prominence of most of the youths’ families, nothing 
was published about the marijuana found in the twisted remains of 
the Jaguar. And in spite of the evidence, even the State Police were 
unable to believe that the driver of the high-powered sports sedan 
could have crashed deliberately into the other car. 

The story made the early afternoon papers on November sixth, a 
Saturday. But because of certain other unusual dramatic and violent 
occurrences which were also being reported in the papers of that day, 
it received relatively unimportant positioning in the press. 


No one had expected trouble; not the president of the University, 
not the lieutenant in charge of the small body of State Police which 
had been sent to keep an eye on things. Not the local Chief of Police 
and certainly not the leaders of the demonstration itself, who had 
obtained their license only because they had been able to assure the 
authorities that it would be an orderly and peaceful affair. 

One of the advantages of living in a democracy is that one doesn’t 
necessarily have to agree with the policies of the reigning government. 
Certainly youth has the right to express its opinions, even though 
these opinions might be at odds with the current thinking of the State 
Department, the Armed Forces top brass, and even the President 
himself. 

It is considered a healthy sign, in fact, for youth to dissent, and for 
the intellectuals who influence the youth of the country to hold 
noncomformist views. Free expression of even the most unpopular 
opinions is not only permitted but encouraged. And certainly no one 
can be faulted for believing in peace. If anyone should be granted a 
permit to demonstrate and to march, surely people who profess a 
belief in peace should. 

And so when a hard corps of some two hundred intellectually- 
inclined college kids decided to hold a protest march—they were 
against involvement in Santo Domingo and Vietnam—no one really 
worried. 


The march was to take place on a Saturday morning and the scene 
of the protest was to be the campus of Great Southern University in 
High City, South Carolina. There are perhaps some twelve thousand 
students registered at Great Southern and the majority of them really 
couldn’t have cared less. Most of them are interested in football in 
November; most of the boys are interested in girls and most of the 
girls are interested in boys, and this is certainly healthy enough. 

So when two hundred students were given a permit to hold a 
march, it was expected to be a pretty tame affair. The usual placards, 
the usual protest songs, a visiting lecturer or two, an orderly 
conclusion. Nothing to panic over. 

Nobody is really quite sure what happened. Nobody knows exactly 
at what point that small, peaceful little group began to grow to more 
than five thousand wild, screaming and yelling students rampaging 
down the main street of the small southern town which is the home of 
Great Southern University. 

Nobody knows who threw the first Coke bottle, who struck the first 
policeman, who tossed the brick through the first store window, or 
who fired the first shot. 

But by Saturday afternoon, November sixth, while the riot was still 
far from under control, almost everyone reading a newspaper or 
listening to a radio or watching television knew that High City had 
suddenly become the scene of a nightmarish and unbelievable splurge 
of sheer anarchy. 

Twenty-two were known dead, including three state cops and two 
local officers. Literally hundreds were in makeshift hospitals suffering 
from major wounds—broken skulls, shattered limbs, gashed bodies. 
Widespread pillage. The entire town and half of the campus buildings 
on fire. Assault, rape, looting and violence. The cream of Southern 
American youth had turned into a mindless, ferocious mob and the 
law of the jungle had replaced the laws of civilized society. 

By the time that catastrophic Saturday drew to a bloody close it 
was still too early to even guess what had really happened, too early 
to estimate the damage or assess the loss. There was only time to 
spread the dreadful news across the nation and to start sending in the 
state militia along with the volunteer doctors and nurses. It was still 
too early to feel anything but complete shock. 

Twenty-two dead, hundreds injured and dying. Even in San 
Francisco that story took precedence over the report of the tragic 
automobile accident that had taken place the night before on the 
Coast Highway in the Big Sur. 


There is no question about it. The students and professors of the 
Ivy League schools do take a slightly snobbish attitude when it comes 


to the rest of the country. The Ivy League schools attract gentlemen. A 
lot of things take place on other campuses that would just not be 
permitted in the Ivy League. 

Sure, the Ivy League schools are just as intense about their 
football, they back their teams with bands and cheerleaders and all 
the rest of the froth, but in the long run they realize it’s only a game. 
Win or lose, it’s all in fun. The thing is to be good sports and behave 
like good sports. That’s the tradition. 

It is because of this tradition that no one yet is able to really 
understand what happened in New England on that fatal Saturday 
afternoon of November sixth. There is no point in naming the schools; 
anyone who can read knows which ones were involved. And the 
crowds, those seventy thousand persons who were sitting in the 
grandstands when it started ... what of them? Some were students at 
one or other of the schools, many were alumni, some were members 
of the faculty. Almost everyone was connected in some way with one 
of the two great universities. You damned near had to be in order to 
have obtained a ticket. 

It was the sort of thing that could have happened, perhaps, at an 
end-of-the-season baseball game when an umpire gave an obviously 
larcenous decision, or a man at bat brained a catcher on the opposing 
team. It might possibly have happened at a college football game in 
the South where they take their football as seriously as they take their 
Bible. It might even have happened at a professional ring event when 
challenger or champion took what appeared to be a yellow-bellied 
first-round dive. 

But at an Ivy League football game? Never! 

But it did happen. It exploded just about the time that the winning 
team was tearing down the opponent’s goalposts. About half the 
attendance was on the field when it broke out. 

It didn’t last long but it was bloody and violent while it did. And 
there was no apparent reason for it. 

Perhaps it was as simple a thing as someone being shoved, falling 
maybe, and being stepped on by accident. A sudden scream, a cry, 
another small act of violence, maybe this time deliberate, maybe out 
of fear or anger. 

And suddenly chaos. Wholesale violence, high-pitched and 
agonized screams. A wild, stampeding, frightened, hysterical mob 
thundering like maddened cattle across the mutilated field. Jam-ups at 
the too few exits; trampling. Atavistic fear and panic. Mass 
claustrophobia. 

By six-thirty on Saturday evening the authorities and police were 
still trying to identify the dead, many of whom had not only 
suffocated but had been stamped to death as well. The halls of the 


administration building and the great gymnasium were ringing with 
the tortured cries of the mangled and injured. 

A horror-stricken and almost paralyzed college administration at 
once canceled the remaining games of the season, but by then it was 
far too late. The damage had already been done. 

And no one—well, almost no one—knew what had started it, why 
it had happened, what it was all about. All they knew were the 
statistics, still far from complete, of the dead and wounded; the 
appalling figures that were being sent out over the news-service wires 
and airwaves across a shocked and horrified nation. 

The story made the headlines of the Sunday papers and relegated 
the earlier tragedies to the second sections of the news. 


Mt. Holly College, outside of Dearborn, Illinois, is without question 
one of the finest girls’ schools in the country. People in the Midwest 
believe it to be superior to anything in the East. 

Wheatland University is small, but it is one of the most highly 
endowed colleges in the nation. It is strictly a men’s school, but the 
boys who go there do not mind. Wheatland has always maintained a 
very close relationship with Mt. Holly, which is only a dozen miles 
away. Both schools draw their students from the wealthiest and most 
prominent families of the Midwest. 

Wheatland men make a perfect foil for Mt. Holly girls. They come 
from the top tenth of their prep-school classes; they are suave, 
worldly, sophisticated, courteous; proud of their school, proud of 
themselves, proud of their sister school. Mt Holly girls are smart, 
sleek, self-assured, socially adept, and reluctant to date anyone but a 
Wheatland man. In fact, Mt. Holly girls honestly feel that Wheatland 
men are the best-looking, the most honorable, and the finest that you 
can find in a long day’s seeking. It is—or was—unheard of for a 
Wheatland man to show anything but complete decency and thorough 
integrity in any of his dealings, especially in his relations with a Mt. 
Holly girl. 

Even the annual panty raid conducted by the boys of Wheatland 
upon the dormitories of Mt. Holly is a decent, innocent and enjoyable 
affair. Good honest fun and a chance for the kids to let off a little 
harmless steam and energy. 

Well, then explain what happened on Saturday night, November 
sixth, when the yearly raid was suddenly neither decent, innocent nor 
harmless? 

Of course these Mt. Holly and Wheatland youngsters are 
thoroughly normal, healthy young Americans and naturally, during 
and after a panty raid, they couldn’t be expected to sit around and 
munch fudge or play charades. The very idea of the panty raid is that 


it has a sexual connotation. 

In past years the boys from Wheatland would show up on the Mt. 
Holly campus about midnight. The girls were in pajamas or long 
nightgowns, the more old-fashioned the better. The boys climbed the 
balconies and stole the panties which of course had been left very 
available for stealing. (They made great decorations for the dorms and 
frat rooms). There was a lot of screaming, yelling and squealing. 
Afterwards the phonographs came out, with the jazz records and the 
rock and roll. There was some dancing and a little necking; now and 
then a couple might casually disappear. 

It was an established fact, although hardly published, that this or 
that girl might, in the course of the small hours of the morning, lose 
her virginity. But between the Mt. Holly girls and the Wheatland boys 
it was always under control; always conducted on an honorable, 
decent, civilized basis. 

So what happened on Saturday night, November sixth? How could 
it have happened? 

How could that seemingly innocent, adolescent, simple ceremony, 
the annual Wheatland-Mt. Holly panty raid, have suddenly turned into 
a scene of terror, violence and mass rape? 

What weird, terrible phenomenon suddenly transformed a few 
hundred clean-limbed, normal, healthy young undergraduates into a 
howling mob of bestial animals intent on violence and outrage and 
unbelievable acts of sadism and perversion? 

And how account for the fact that literally dozens and dozens of 
Mt. Holly girls, including some who were most brutally violated, 
beaten and ravaged, were known to have encouraged the hysterical 
orgies in which they themselves became victims? 

God only knows. Well, not only God. 

The college authorities, the families of the students involved, the 
students themselves, would have liked to keep the matter quiet and 
the public-at-large in the dark. But it wasn’t possible. 

Too many of the girls needed medical attention. And several of the 
boys involved tried to commit suicide the next day. Two of them 
succeeded, after writing long confessions telling all that had happened 
—but not why. 

And so that story, too, competed with those others for space in the 
press and on the air waves. 

It should have been enough for the Sunday papers for a month of 
Sundays. Enough to horrify those who were susceptible to horror, to 
tantalize those who saw in it a pattern, to delight those who saw it as 
success. But it turned out not to be enough. 

The weekend wasn’t over yet. 


Chapter 2 


THE SHARPENING AXE 

Dr. Martin Siddley Winters left his four-room furnished apartment 
in Berkeley at exactly seven o’clock on Saturday evening, November 
sixth. It was ten P.M. in Butte, Montana, and a Peace meeting that had 
indeed started peacefully had turned into a chaos of screaming, bottle- 
throwing teenagers and stampeding townspeople. It was midnight in 
Brooklyn, New York, and a festive college dance had suddenly begun 
to sprout placards denouncing American foreign policy and calling 
government figures by names usually reserved for common criminals. 
In minutes the affair was to degenerate into a melee of knife-wielding 
students and baton-swinging cops. 

If Dr. Winters had known of these events he might have been able 
to suggest an explanation. But he did not know of them, and the 
thought uppermost in his mind was to drive across the bridge and into 
San Francisco, where he had an extremely important and highly secret 
appointment in a downtown office building. 

It had been the toughest decision of his life. But thank God he had 
made it at last. In less than an hour he would be in the office of Hal 
Kintler, regional head of the FBI. 

Dear God! the things that had happened during these last two 
weeks. Oh, it had started months ago, but these last two weeks had 
been nightmarish, unbelievable. Just to think, less than a month ago, 
he, Dr. Martin Siddley Winters had been one of the most respected, 
most highly thought of, as well as highly placed, educators in the 
nation. Vice Chancellor of the University of California, Berkeley. It 
was hardly a position to be sneezed at. And at thirty-eight years of 
age. 
Christ only knows he had earned the position. The sacrifices he 
had made, right from the beginning. It isn’t every orphan who can run 
away from his institutional home and put himself through high school. 
And college. And all the post-graduate courses that had so nearly 
broken his strength while he was working so hard to finance them. 

He thought back, with fleeting satisfaction, over those years of 
struggle and the rewards they had brought. B.A., M.A., Ph.D. He had 
done it all by himself. A Ph.D. by the time he was twenty-seven. 

He hadn’t stopped there. He could have sat back on a soft job, even 
gotten married and had a family, but he was a dedicated man. His life 
was teaching and he was going to the top of his profession. It had 
been tough, but he was used to it that way. 

And the in-fighting once he’d really started to move up in 


academic ranks! Unbelievable. 

He shook his head reminiscently as he drove. He had fought as 
hard as anyone, even harder than most because he had had so much 
to fight against. It wasn’t as though he had been popular at first with 
his fellow professors or with the students. But he had been bright and 
conscientious, and no task had been too great. He was not only a 
dedicated teacher, he was a dedicated careerist. And in time his 
mental vitality, his drive, had brought from his students the 
affectionate admiration that he craved. It was a pity that for the sake 
of his career he had been forced to sacrifice a principle or two; or 
perhaps the real pity was that he had ever thought of them as 
principles. Nevertheless, he had let his “principles” be driven 
underground, into hiding, and maybe if he hadn’t he wouldn’t be in 
the godawful mess in which he found himself today. 

Honesty is the best policy, Martin Siddley Winters. 

He smiled wryly to himself as he turned his small MG into the 
drive along the waterfront. The old battleaxe at the orphanage had 
told him that a time or two. Maybe this time he would prove her 
right. If it wasn’t already too late to matter. 


That goddamned Congressional Committee! 


His whole world had begun to collapse just two weeks ago. It 
would have been shaky enough even without the investigation, but 
now it was impossible. Disaster was coming at him from all sides, like 
a tidal wave. Although it had almost killed him to do it, especially 
under fire, he had offered his resignation as Vice Chancellor of the 
University. They hadn’t accepted it—yet. “Pending the results of the 
Congressional Investigation,” they said. “On the understanding that 
you will keep politics off the campus and dissociate yourself 
completely from these movements and demonstrations.” 

Christ Almighty, how stupid could they get! Did they —Congress 
and University both—did they really think he’d wanted those sit-ins, 
those teachins? Not with his record, he hadn’t. Surely they must 
realize that. But they didn’t. Maybe they even thought he’d wanted 
that march to turn out the way it had. Damn fools! Didn’t they have 
any goddamned brains at all? Couldn’t they realize that his own neck 
was on the line? Couldn’t they recognize pressure when they saw it? 

He did; he had. But a little too late, this time. Pressure, that was 
what it was. He’d used it himself a thousand times. Intrigue, 
gamesmanship, subtlety, even deceit and double-crossing. Sure, he’d 
played by their rules. But that was over now. The bastards weren’t 
going to get away with this. He was ruined, destroyed. There was no 
doubt about that, no doubt at all. But, by God, he wasn’t going to let it 


sit there. 

If he, Dr. Martin Siddley Winters—self-made man, famous 
educator, prize sucker—if he was going to go down and under, he 
damn well would see to it that he took a few of them along with him. 
The unbelievable deceit and perfidy of the human animal! 

To his great astonishment, he felt a sudden desire to cry. It was the 
first time in over twenty years he’d so much as thought of crying and 
he damn well wasn’t going to give in to the impulse now, but part of 
the pain was that he had actually trusted them. And the bigger part of 
the pain was that he’d come to the end of the line. It isn’t easy to see 
the end of a dream, to know that you are about to do something that 
will irretrievably make it impossible to ever again recapture that 
dream. 

His eyes blurred. He cursed softly and brushed the back of his 
hand against the lids. This was dangerous weakness. Nothing at all 
must interfere with the rendezvous he was about to have with that 
man in the darkened and silent office building. 

He pulled away from the last stop light and turned into the block 
where the Federal Bureau of Investigation maintains its San Francisco 
headquarters. By the time he reached it he had himself fully under 
control. 

There was a parking spot directly in front of the building but it 
bristled with No Parking signs. He almost smiled as he deliberately 
pulled into the vacant space. 

Well, the old fools had accused him of being a radical —“You’re 
still a radical, aren’t you, Dr. Winters?”—so why the hell should he 
observe their silly little rules and formulas? 

It was a minor rebellion, maybe even a childish one, but the 
chances were it would be his last opportunity for some time. 

He turned the key in the lock, switching off the ignition, and 
pulled on the handbrake. He reached for the attache case at his side 
and then, opening the door, stooped and climbed out. 

The car door slammed shut with a decisive thunk. Dr. Winters’ 
mouth was a firm, hard line. It was too late, now, for any more 
doubts. 

The shiny black limousine which had been following him since he 
had left his apartment house drew up just behind and to one side of 
the MG, and stopped. 

Dr. Winters strode across the sidewalk toward the broad steps of 
the building. 

So they wanted information, did they? Well, by God, he’d shortcut 
that damn Committee and give it straight. ... 

The slugs from the submachine gun stitched a neat vertical pattern 
from the bottom of his spine up through the channel between his 


narrow shoulders, on into his thin neck, into the steps beyond and 
missing his skull as he lurched forward. The few stray shots made no 
difference to anyone, least of all to Dr. Winters. 

His forehead, striking the first concrete step, made an odd, rather 
muted sound, not unlike a felted stick on a kettledrum. 

Dr. Winters’ right hand closed tight on the handle of the attache 
case as he died and it took the other man a second or two to pry it 
loose. 

No one had heard the series of shots because of the homemade 
silencer on the submachine gun. 

No one saw Dr. Winters slip to the sidewalk—apart from his 
assassins—because there was no one in the immediate vicinity at that 
dead hour of the evening. 

No one, upon learning of his death, was to miss him or regret it 
more than his students at Berkeley. But no one was to take a greater 
interest in his passing than Nick Carter, whom he had never met and 
who, up until this time, couldn’t have cared less about him. 


It wasn’t exactly on Top of the Mark, but it was close. In fact, it 
was very close indeed to the top of San Francisco’s fabulous Mark 
Hopkins Hotel and it was certainly the height of luxury. But in spite of 
the spaciousness of the apartment and the elegant living room with its 
built-in bar and adjacent kitchen, its occupant had chosen to do his 
entertaining in the bedroom. In the bed. 

Between the two of them they were wearing nothing but the watch 
on his wrist and the dabs of perfume behind her ears, and they both 
liked it that way. 

Nick sighed luxuriously and reached out a long brown arm for the 
magnum of very fine vintage champagne. It was early evening, and 
time for a champagne break before the second act. 

He eyed his guest approvingly as he filled his glass and hers. She 
was a Startlingly beautiful young lady with the given name of Chleo 
Giliigan and the publicity name of Chelsea Chase, and he was very 
fond of her. She was very fond of him. The only pity was that they 
saw so little of each other. And now they were both doing their best to 
make up for that. 

She smiled lazily at him as she took her glass, her eyes trailing 
warmly over his muscular body. 

“Nice,” she murmured. “Nice.” Her soft lips sipped champagne, but 
her eyes were drinking him. 

“Very,” Nick agreed, gazing at her delicious nakedness. “Here’s to 
you, this day, this place. At last is finally here! Do you know it’s been 
more than a year?” 

“Don’t I!” said Chelsea, with emphasis. “Only too well, my love. 


My wandering love.” 

Nick grinned. “You’re no stay-at-home yourself, sweetheart. But 
we'll make up for it. Today, and for the next three weeks. More?” 

“Champagne? No—you?” 

“No. More you.” 

He put aside the long-stemmed glasses. His arms went around her 
and his lips trailed over the softness of her red-gold hair and across 
the satin smoothness of her cheek. She turned under him and lifted 
her half-open mouth to his, pressing her body close to him and 
digging her fingers lightly into his shoulders. And as she did so the 
silence of the room was shattered by the sound of an insistent, high- 
pitched buzzing. 

Nick swore viciously and told himself that this time, this once, he 
would ignore the summons. But within less than a dozen seconds he 
was in the living room flipping the switch of the short-wave set and 
holding the earphone to his head. He stared across the scattered piles 
of weekend papers without seeing them and gave the come-in signal, 
wondering what in hell could be so urgent for AXE to roust him out of 
bed on the first day of his vacation. 

There was no greeting, no name. Only the message. 

“The big bird will be at Cliff House waiting for you at nine-thirty 
this evening. Be there without fail.” 

Nick looked at his watch as he padded back into the bedroom. 
Eight-oh-five. As usual, the “big bird” had left him with very little 
time. But the message was unusually peremptory. 

Chelsea’s lovely emerald eyes were wide open and looking up at 
him as he leaned over her, but her voice was cool and tense. 

“T know, Nick. Don’t explain. You have to go.” 

He nodded. “I do have to go. Top-priority call. But I don’t have to 
leave right this minute and I won’t be away for long.” 

She gave him a bitter smile. “Sure, you won’t be long. You left me 
in Hong Kong when the phone rang and you weren’t going to be but a 
minute. I waited two weeks and went back to Hollywood and it was 
more than a year before I saw you again. That’s how long, 
remember?” 

He remembered. “This is different,” he said, leaning down to kiss 
her. “This time I’m really on vacation. ’ve been promised. Nothing, 
but nothing, is going to interfere.” 

“But you have to leave.” Chelsea shrugged, and there was acid in 
her voice. She pulled the sheet over her exquisite body, withdrawing 
from him. 

“Well, for a while, yes. But I have a little time yet.” He pulled the 
sheet away. 

“How much time?” 


“Enough—for now.” 

Chelsea laughed bitterly and sat up, pulling the sheet across her 
superb breasts. 

“Enough for now, but maybe not for me. Let me tell you 
something, lover. I didn’t come all the way up here from Hollywood to 
spend an hour or two with you at your convenience. And if you think 
I’m going to wait for you while you answer your birdcalls or whatever 
they are—” 

“Darling. Chelsea, baby.” Nick cupped her face in his hands. “I 
know how you feel. I really do. But this time will be different, 
understand? Just wait for me. Promise me you'll wait. You know I 
have to go. But I’ll be back. And it won’t be only for an hour or two. It 
will be ...” 

“Liar.” Chelsea sighed and reached for her champagne. “But go. Go 
and get it over with. But I tell you, Nick, as I live and breathe, if this is 
another Hong Kong, if you just dare—” 

“Sweetheart, how could you suggest a thing like that?” Nick said 
reproachfully, and the edge of the sheet changed hands again. “I told 
you, I’ll be back. Probably before you even have a chance to finish 
more than another drink ... or two. An hour ... maybe two. No more. 
Now if you'll just open those lovely lips and kiss me....” 

She tugged at the sheet and drew it even closer to her. 

“Tll do nothing of the sort,” Chelsea said. “You get into your 
clothes and I will give you one very small kiss. If you want a real kiss 
—well, just hurry back. But if you .. 

“No small kisses,” Nick said firmly. “No clothes. Honey, time’s a- 
wasting. Stop clutching at that sheet like a nervous spinster and come 
into my arms where you belong.” He kissed her tenderly. 

“No!” she said, in a muffled voice. His hands caressed her 
lingeringly. “No,” she said again. “You heel, Nick, you heel, you . 
aaaahhh!” And when he freed her mouth for a moment she no longer 
used it to say No. She used it to say a wordless Yes. ... 

Half an hour later, after rather more than one very small kiss, Nick 
climbed into a cab in front of the hotel. 

He felt great, he felt awful, and he thought a lot of thoughts during 
the long drive out to Cliff House. Some were about Chelsea, and some 
were about the man who had caused him to be summoned. 

Hawk wouldn’t dare, he thought. Not after his serious promise that 
these three weeks would be mine. No. Just a coincidence he happens 
to be here. He just couldn’t resist seeing me. Nick smiled. Hell, 
anything urgent going on, AXE has plenty of field men to take care of 
it. He’s just here and wants to say Hello, that’s all.” 

The Birdman wants you without fail. A Top Priority message, 
issued only in cases of real need. 


Nick knew it wasn’t a social call. 


The man known as Hawk sat alone in the smallest private dining 
room of the Cliff House. The windows of the room were closed. Heavy 
velvet drapes deadened the sound of seals barking from the rocks 
offshore. 

The dining room was exquisitely appointed. The man who sat at its 
single large table looked less like the head of the secret government 
agency which operates under the code name of AXE than, say, a 
farmer, or perhaps the editor of a small-town newspaper. He had 
farmed, and he knew the news business inside out, but he also knew 
the world of traitors, saboteurs and spies as well as any man alive. 
And he knew death, too, in its more violent forms; for AXE, his own 
brainchild, is the troubleshooting arm of the United States intelligence 
apparatus. The killing arm. 

Hawk sipped the fine red wine with relish and speared another 
mouthful of rare steak, enjoying his dinner wholeheartedly while he 
waited for the man called Killmaster. 

At exactly nine-thirty Nick entered the room and gazed across it at 
a benign-faced Hawk. He did not miss the briefcase nor the neat stack 
of papers, but neither did he fail to take note of the meal before the 
head of AXE. It was gourmet-hearty, his own kind of dinner, and it 
looked good. Hawk seemed to be enjoying it enormously. There was 
no trace of alarm or urgency about him. 

Nick looked at him resentfully as the white-haired waiter, veteran 
of years of intermittent visits from Hawk, led him to a place at the 
table. For this he had left one of the most glamorous and desirable of 
Hollywood’s rising young stars! 

Hawk nodded at him pleasantly. 

Nick nodded back. “Good evening, sir,” he said politely. “I see 
you're enjoying my vacation.” 

The corners of Hawk’s mouth quirked into the slightest smile. 

“Tolerably. The less, of course, because I had to interrupt it. My 
apologies. Sit down, Carter. Have you eaten?” 

“Nothing but an appetizer.” Nick pulled up a chair. “Naturally I 
dropped everything and ran.” 

“Naturally.” Hawk’s smile broadened. “But not too abruptly, I 
trust. Now. Have some of this excellent wine. And I can recommend 
the steak. Join me?” 

“Steak it is. But a very dry martini first.” 

He gave his order and the waiter melted away. Hawk pushed aside 
his plate and looked thoughtfully at Nick. 

“Not what you’d planned at all, is it? ’'m sorry. But your cover 
when you leave this room will be Professor Jason Haig. Your middle 


name, by happy coincidence, is Nicholas. J. Nicholas Haig will do, if it 
makes you feel more comfortable. You have accepted an invitation as 
visiting lecturer in philosophy at the University of California and you 
will have your first class on Tuesday morning at ten. That gives you a 
day to prepare. You will need it. But not for returning to your hotel; 
you will not be going back there. Rooms have been taken for you in a 
large private house not far from the Berkeley campus. There you will 
find all proper identification papers, suitable texts and information 
briefs, a complete wardrobe. Certain objects have been taken from 
your present quarters and placed in those rooms. You will take with 
you your usual protective devices but you will, of course, take care 
not to flourish them in the classroom.” 

He paused as the waiter materialized with Carter’s first course. 

It was a very cold, very dry martini, and Nick drank gratefully. He 
needed it. It helped wash down the bad news of another ruined 
vacation. 

“You will find,” Hawk went on, “a modest second-hand 
Volkswagen with New Jersey plates—you were previously lecturing at 
Princeton—in the garage of that house. It belongs to you. Keys are in 
the apartment. Zandowski of Editing will be waiting for you when you 
get there tonight to complete your cover briefing. The assignment may 
turn out to be short. I doubt it. It could last for weeks, it could last for 
months. But if it lasts that long, it means we’ve failed.” 

“It means something to me, too,” said Nick, knowing it was 
hopeless. “It means another canceled leave, and some very important 
personal plans unfinished. Isn’t there anyone—?” 

Hawk turned a cold and beady eye upon him. 

“T know about that,” he said crisply. “The young lady is already on 
her way back to Hollywood.” 

Nick raised his eyebrows. 

“A little high-handed, wouldn’t you think? How was it done—pay 
her off and pack her on her way?” He was genuinely irritated; 
genuinely in need of rest. That return trip to Domingo had taken the 
zest out of him. And the worst part of his job was how it affected 
those who were close to him—as close as people could ever be to a 
spy called Killmaster. “I’m used to it. She isn’t. I don’t want her to be.” 

A little of the ice melted from Hawk’s eyes. 

“T don’t either,” he said quietly. “We used a little more tact than 
that. And I wouldn’t have called you in at all except that this might be 
the most important assignment any AXEman ever had. It’s something 
that affects the very lifeblood of our country.” 


Chapter 3 


PILLS AND POLITICS 


“Tt always is,” said Nick. 

His steak came. He and Hawk waited in silence while the waiter 
performed his rites over platter and salad bowl and then glided off 
sedately. 

“True,” said Hawk. “It always is. But this time I mean it literally.” 

“Ah,” said Nick, “the classroom. Youth. Lifeblood of the nation. 
Poison in the bloodstream, is that it?” 

“Precisely,” said Hawk. He poured himself a cup of coffee and lit 
one of his incredibly pungent cigars. 

Nick ate with gusto. Neither an interrupted vacation nor even 
Hawk’s cigar could affect his appetite. And Hawk was being decent 
enough to maintain silence while he took the edge off it. But Nick’s 
mind was roving busily. He didn’t have to be told that this assignment 
was important; all his assignments were. And he knew that Hawk, 
dedicated and hardheaded though he might be, wouldn’t have pulled 
him off his long overdue leave unless there was an excellent reason for 
doing so. 

But for Carter to pass himself off as a visiting professor lecturing a 
class of school kids. ... It wasn’t quite his line of country, even though 
he had probably done as much reading in philosophy as any other spy. 
And why would Doc Haig be needing Carter’s “usual protective 
devices”? Visiting professors, so far as Nick knew, don’t usually 
require or even carry Luger automatics or stilettos or tiny gas bombs 
for dealing out swift death. 

What for? He munched thoughtfully, remembering what he had 
read in the newspapers before Chelsea’s late-afternoon arrival. 
Berkeley, hmm? 

“One automobile accident,” he said. “One Dr. Martin Siddley 
Winters mysteriously shot.” He was gratified to see Hawk’s eyebrows 
arching in mild surprise. “Hardly an epidemic in itself,” Nick added, 
“unless it ties in somehow with the student riots in other parts of the 
country. Would that be it?” 

Hawk nodded. “It might; we think it might. Not bad, Carter. I’m 
glad to see you still find time, even on what was your vacation, to 
keep up with current events. You ready for the details?” 

“Tm ready.” Nick speared one last lettuce leaf and cleared a space 
before him. Hawk reached into his briefcase and handed Nick a stack 
of press clippings. Nick read them carefully. 


Some of them were dated November sixth and seventh. A few were 
dated October thirtieth and thirty-first. A couple were dated October 
twenty-third and twenty-fourth. All weekend dates. 

“Seems to be building, whatever it is,” said Nick. “But I still don’t 
see how the automobile accident ties in with the rest of it. With 
Winters perhaps, yes, but not with the hysterics at the ball game and 
those other occasions. Incidentally, do you have any clue as to what 
kicked off those episodes? Not juvenile high spirits, surely. Yet there’s 
no mention in the news stories of any outside factor except liquor, and 
that wouldn’t be enough. I’d expect, for instance, some suggestion of 
drugs.” 

Hawk gave him a keen glance. “You would, would you? As it 
happens, that’s our link between all these cases. That aspect of it has 
very carefully been kept from appearing in the news stories. Colleges 
and parents and demonstration organizers are very touchy about that 
sort of thing. But the police know, of course. And therefore, so do we. 
And yow’re right—it is gathering momentum.” 

Nick pushed back his chair and lit a Players. 

“TIsn’t it a case for Narcotics rather than for AXE?” 

“They’re working on it. But they themselves think there’s more to 
this than meets the eye.” Hawk riffled through the neat pile of reports 
beside his wine glass. “There are more such cases. Not all as 
spectacular, of course, but all significant. There seems to be some sort 
of nameless epidemic of unrest and violence sweeping across the 
country, concentrated at the college level among our younger 
generation. Countless deeds of pointless violence, an appalling 
increase in the use of drugs among graduate students and 
undergraduates alike. Wild disorderly student strikes, sit-ins, teachins, 
demonstrations. A fantastic spread of delinquency among the very 
cream of our youth.” 

He hesitated, stoking his dying cigar. 

“!'m not saying that demonstrations as such are a symptom of 
delinquency. Of course they’re not. But we have two strong threads 
that appear to be following parallel courses, and joining only too 
often. First we have the upswing in the use of drugs, then we have this 
outbreak of student demonstrations. What is disturbing is the nature 
of the demonstrations, and that so many of the participants are drug- 
takers. Think of the pattern all these cases form. Where the protest 
meetings and marches are concerned there is one theme that can be 
picked out every time—the propaganda line of the Chinese 
Communists. We see opposition to American diplomatic policy on 
every issue and in every area, whether it is at home or in Vietnam or 
in Santo Domingo or anywhere else. It is a vicious, contemptuous and 
destructive kind of opposition that goes far beyond what might be 


considered a normal and healthy sense of rebellion against the status 
quo. And again, I’m not saying that all the students involved follow 
that line. But that line is there, loud and clear, and it’s getting stronger 
all the time. And then there’s that insensate violence that’s come to 
characterize so many of these meetings. Perhaps there’s no connection 
between the violence of the demonstrations and the other violence 
that we see so much of—the general delinquency, the senseless 
stabbings, use of drugs, misuse of liquor. But I can state categorically 
that in each case of a meeting gone berserk there has been definite 
evidence of mass use of drugs.” 

He paused for breath and sipped cold coffee. 

“T think we must conclude,” he said, and now he was beginning to 
sound weary, “that this pattern of unrest is so consistent, so 
pernicious, that there is a strong likelihood of a master plan behind it. 
And not only a master plan. Big money and organization as well.” 

Nick squinted thoughtfully at his cigarette. 

“Are you suggesting that the spread of drugs has been deliberate? 
Because even if it has, that doesn’t explain the episodes of mass 
violence—especially those that have nothing to do with peace 
meetings.” 

“No, it doesn’t,” Hawk agreed. “You’re the one who’s going to find 
the explanation—the Why, the How, the Who, the lot of it.” 

“And why me, do you mind if I ask?” Nick said quietly. 

Hawk gave him a faint smile. “Because you’re here. Because you 
just happen to be in San Francisco and because you just happen to 
bear a resemblance to the genuine—and very cooperative, I’m happy 
to say—Professor Jason Haig. I do have other men on the job in other 
parts of the country. But I have a feeling that we may find our 
opening in Berkeley... . Where’s that waiter? Let’s get some hot 
coffee.” 

The genie materialized at his signal. 

“Now,” said Hawk, stirring briskly, “you’re going to be working 
alone but you’ll be able to keep in touch. You have exactly two leads. 
You read the clipping about the six University of California students 
who were killed in the car wreck?” 


Nick nodded. 
“The girl, Cissy Melford, who was driving, was said to have been 
ringleader of a certain set of students who... , um ... hang out pretty 


much by themselves. Most of them were killed with her. But we 
understand that among her closest friends are several of the leaders of 
the recent demonstrations on campus. One or two of them are still 
alive. You'll find their names in the folder I’ll give you. She was a 
member of the class which you will be lecturing on Tuesday. 

“Second: Dr. Martin Siddley Winters. I’m sure you are familiar with 


his history. A known ex-Party member and sympathizer. Left the Party 
some years ago but remained a quote Liberal end quote. Recently 
offered his resignation as Vice Chancellor of the University when the 
Congressional Committee called him in for questioning regarding his 
possible connection with the not-so-peaceful demonstrations. Famous 
educator, much respected. Which of course is why Berkeley wanted to 
keep him in spite of his pink past. Murdered—gunned down—as he 
was about to keep an appointment with the local FBI office, where he 
was heading after promising over the telephone to reveal certain 
information about the student incidents. At least, lie gave the 
impression that that was what he wanted to tell them. The FBI is 
working on the Winters angle. But no must we. We are particularly 
interested in one detail.” Hawk puffed energetically and blew out a 
cloud of thick blue smoke. Nick waited patiently. 

“In his pocket,” Hawk went on, “police found a card, a plain 
business card, bearing the address of the Orient Import-Export 
Company, which has an office in Chinatown in San Francisco. This 
firm imports a good deal of stuff from Saigon, Hong Kong, and other 
ports, and we know that a certain amount of it finds its way through 
from the Chinese mainland.” 

“Very sinister,” Nick murmured. “A bit thin, though, isn’t it?” 

Hawk nodded. “It’s thin, but it may be something. Dr. Winters is 
definitely known to have taken part in the campus demonstrations and 
to have had a certain influence on his students. We don’t know how 
much he influenced them, but we do know that he was admired and 
liked. He was, in fact, the professor,,of the very class you'll be talking 
to on Tuesday as visiting lecturer. As for his tie-in with Orient Import- 
Export, we haven’t a clue. Maybe he was planning to invest in brass 
Buddhas or temple bells. Or maybe he just picked up the card the way 
one picks up match folders. But we can’t afford to overlook it.” 

“Anything written on the card?” said Nick. “Any prints besides 
his?” 

Hawk looked pained. “Nothing written. Prints, yes, but hopelessly 
smeared. One of them almost completely covered by the thumb print 
of Police Sergeant Watts who was not, I regret to say, completely on 
the ball. We have our trials. And, you are about to ask, are we 
checking on Orient Import-Export? We are. Their activities and their 
personnel are listed on Document OJE in your folder. Ostensibly 
they’re completely on the level. It’s only through the Chinatown 
grapevine that we know they’re not always too fussy about where 
their goods come from. And that’s not a crime, neither is it 
uncommon. Now. Any questions or requests?” 

Nick nodded. “One. Police protection.” 

“What?” 


“Just that. Police protection. For a couple of hours very late 
tonight. So that I don’t get put out of action even before I get to 
lecture to the kiddies. What’s the setup at the Orient Import-Export 
Company—any storerooms or warehouse attached? Living quarters 
nearby or on the premises? Night watchman?” 

Hawk’s face was grave. “I see what you mean. But for God’s sake 
make it good. I don’t have anyone to replace you.” He explained the 
setup. There was one large storeroom attached to the business offices. 
No one slept on the premises, except possibly the night watchman 
who was not supposed to. And there was one warehouse in the dock 
area which had already been secretly searched and which had 
revealed nothing but brocades, spices and trinkets. No search had 
been made of the Chinatown offices. It had not been considered ... 
expedient. A search warrant would have been required, and that had 
been vetoed. Too much of a giveaway, in case there were anything to 
be found there. The warehouse had been different. That, and all the 
other warehouses, came under the guardianship of the city dock 
police.... 

“That’s the picture,” Hawk finished. “Now what exactly do you 
have in mind for the police?” 

Nick told him. 

Hawk smiled faintly as he listened. ‘That should cover you,” he 
said. “And that much we can do. But no more, you understand? We 
can’t alert them, in case they do have anything to hide. From, say, 
two-thirty? Fine. Now I would suggest that you go at once to your 
quarters in Berkeley. As I said, Zandowski will be waiting for you. He 
is something of a dabbler in philosophy, in addition to being one of 
Editing’s most versatile identity men. He will help you with four 
lecture outlines and your cover as Professor Haig. Take my briefcase 
and give it to him tomorrow night when your briefing sessions are 
over. And here—these are your keys.” 

He handed Nick a keyring and put the two piles of papers into the 
briefcase. “Your own briefcase, you’ll find, is similar,” he added. “The 
contents will, of course, be different. Lecture notes and well-thumbed 
texts. But your first course of study is the reports on the disturbances. 
After that you will work on your class notes.” He looked up at Nick 
and almost grinned. “Perhaps Spinoza or Descartes will broaden your 
horizons. And I understand that some of the female students are really 
quite attractive. You may look upon them and enjoy them.” 

“I may,” said Nick, accepting the briefcase. “And maybe I can 
broaden their horizons.” 

Hawk looked faintly shocked. But only faintly. 

“Ah ... before you leave,” he said. “A glance at Haig’s picture in 
the lid slot of the case, and a quick trip to the washroom. Whatever 


you may do later tonight, you must arrive at your quarters looking 
like a Professor. Specifically, J. Nicholas Haig.” 

“Will do,” said Nick. “Is the doomed man permitted one last phone 
call?” 

Hawk glanced at his watch. “Ah, yes,” he said. “I placed a call for 
you to Hollywood. She will be there by now.” 

Nick glared at him as he rose. 

The old bastard, he thought a little resentfully. He’s probably even 
got a substitute date lined up for her. 

But he hadn’t. And in a way, it was a pity that that was the one 
thing Hawk had not arranged to do. 


A thick bank of cloud hid the moon from view. The sky had been 
overcast since shortly before midnight, and that was just as well. 
Better yet, the streetlamps here were sparse. 

There was a uniformed patrolman at each end of the block. Each 
walked slowly back and forth, swinging a baton. Neither of them 
seemed to notice the shadow that flitted from an alley and darted 
silently across the street, though each man was alert and attuned for 
any sound. 

Nick glided along the old brick front of the Orient Import-Export 
Company. There were two doors, one the fairly elaborate main 
entrance and the other a wide, unmarked door which he knew led to 
the storehouse. There was a series of small high windows in the main 
building and one large boarded-up window in the other. 

All windows were inaccessible without a ladder. Old though the 
brick front was, it wasn’t so old that it offered any toeholds. Nick’s 
fingers roamed the rough surface and gave it up almost at once. As an 
experienced second-story man he knew when climbing was 
impractical. That left the doors. 

A thin stream of light spilled from beneath the main door as if a 
watchman’s light burned somewhere in a rear passage. No light 
cracked through the unmarked storehouse door. 

First try there, then. 

Nick pulled the stocking mask down low over his face and neck 
and pulled on the thin-skinned gloves he liked to use when he went 
burgling. To all but the closest scrutiny they looked like human flesh, 
but the prints they left were nothing like his and the material was so 
delicate that his sense of touch was unimpaired. 

He fondled the door experimentally. It was double-locked and 
bolted from the inside and the locks were sturdy, but there was 
nothing unusual about them. The Lockpicker’s Special should handle 
them with ease. 

The street was dark and silent behind him. Chinatown slept. 


It was 2:45 a.m. when he entered the blackness of the storehouse 
and quietly closed himself in. He waited for a moment, listening. 
Nothing stirred. The thin, strong beam of his pencil flashlight licked 
around the room. By its probing light he saw neat stacks of labeled 
cartons, some still sealed and most of them loose-lidded as if some of 
their contents had been lifted out. 

In less than forty-five minutes he had inspected every one of them, 
riffling quickly through the open ones and stabbing openings into all 
the others. He found cheap brocades and cheaper silks, incense and 
brass gimcracks, slant-eyed kewpie dolls and plastic chopsticks, and 
all of them were as innocent and tawdry as they first appeared. He 
sniffed, hefted, rattled everything, found nothing in the least 
suspicious. If there was dope hidden here it must be in minuscule 
quantities. There wasn’t even anything to appeal to a not particularly 
discriminating thief. 

Nick moved on. There was a short flight of steps leading to an 
inner door which led in turn, he realized, to the offices. He forced its 
lock in silence and stepped into a passage dimly lit by the diffused 
glow of a distant light. All was quiet. Then a chair scraped somewhere 
down the passage. He waited for the footsteps, but none came. 

After a moment he closed the door quietly behind him and padded 
down the passage, glancing into open doorways as he passed. There 
were small offices beyond them, ordinary offices with typewriters, 
worn file cabinets, untidy desks. They looked unprofitable but he 
made a quick survey of each one of them. Again he found nothing to 
indicate that Orient Import-Export was anything but a legitimate 
business. He glided toward a closed door at the far end of the passage. 
The light was brighter there and the passage was apparently 
intersected at that point by another, or possibly by the main front hall. 

His feet were silent on the threadbare carpeting. He reached the 
junction of passages and stopped there, peering cautiously to either 
side before going on. The right side was clear. It ended in a partly 
open door marked STOCK and he could see boxes of stationery upon 
the shelves. It was remotely possible that they concealed bags full of 
dangerous white powder, but he doubted it. His nose was acute, and it 
told him he was smelling pencils, ink and paper. It also told him he 
was smelling a human being, quite a pungent one. But that came from 
the other direction. 

The night watchman was stationed about four feet to Nick’s left, 
with his back to him. He was sitting in a straight-backed wooden 
armchair reading a Chinese newspaper by the light of one dim lamp, 
and he wasn’t benefiting too much from his reading because his head 
was nodding forward in awkward little jerks. He was facing the main 
front door, across a lobby furnished with shabby chairs and a 


reception desk, and there was something about the way he was 
positioned that made Nick think he was supposed to be guarding that 
closed office door behind him rather than the place in general. 

The man gave a little sigh and his head sank forward. 

With an effort he wrenched it upright again and his face split into 
a mighty yawn. 

It was a shame, thought Nick, for a man to be so sleepy and be 
unable to get his needed rest. There was only one thing for a 
Samaritan to do. 

His hand slid into his shoulder holster and pulled out a borrowed 
.38. It was a gun he very seldom carried, but he was using it tonight 
because he expected to be seen. He held it firmly and tiptoed with 
considerate quietness toward the watchman’s chair. 

A board squeaked slightly at the last second and the man half- 
turned. But that only made it easier for Nick to rap him smartly 
against the temple and put him instantly to sleep. 

Then he left the sleeper, head resting on the chair back, and tried 
the closed office door. 

It was locked, unlike the others, and that interested him. And it 
took him two minutes to open it with the Lockpicker’s Special, which 
usually did its job in much less than half that time. 

He left it open an inch or two while he looked around the room. 
His flashlight showed a large, one-man office with a big, efficient- 
looking desk, a couple of bookcases and a metal safe. 

He went through the desk first. The drawers on one side were full 
of samples of the kind of junk he’d found in the storeroom, not the 
kind of junk he’d been hoping to find. The others were even more 
uninteresting, except for the pile of Orient Import-Export business 
cards and a petty cash box. The latter was in a locked drawer, and it 
was a good one. He helped himself shamelessly to its more than five 
hundred dollars, wondering why the cash-on-hand supply should be so 
large and wondering what he would do with it if the O.LE. Co. should 
turn out to be strictly on the level. 

Then he turned his attention to the safe. There must be big stuff 
here indeed if five hundred bucks was petty cash. 

He worked for long minutes, probing and poking with his 
delicately gloved fingers and listening for the tiny sounds of the 
rolling tumblers. He was listening for them so closely that he almost 
failed to hear the gasp of surprise from the hallway and then the little 
click that followed it. 


Chapter 4 


DOCTOR CARTER GOES TO COLLEGE 


But he did hear and he was ready. By the time the bright overhead 
light flooded the room he had ducked around the far side of the safe 
and was using it for cover. The nose of his .38 jabbed menacingly into 
the room. He knew what he looked like in his sharp-shabby clothes, 
stocking mask distorting his features so that his face was that of a 
subhuman creature, gun unwavering in his hand and finger at the 
trigger. Any sensible, self-respecting watchman or even company 
president should have run like hell at the sight of him. 

The newcomer did not run. He was a broad man with a broad face 
and a big, broad hand that clutched a gun as unwavering as Nick’s 
own, and though the big face was not masked it was almost as sinister 
as Nick’s. There was murder in it. 

The broad man stayed in the doorway, using the door as a shield. 
His slitted eyes stared across at Nick and his wide mouth opened like a 
mailbox flap. 

“You drop gun or I blow gut out,” he said. “What you look for in 
here, you t’ief? Drop gun, I say!” 

His first shot zapped past Nick’s gun and missed it by an eyelash 
length. His second passed Nick’s first bullet in midair and slammed 
into the plaster wall above the safe. Nick fired back rapidly, aiming 
for arm and knee rather than a vital point. The sound of his shots was 
cannon-loud in the confined space. But the other man’s shots were 
little louder than a mosquito’s hum. 

Now is that normal? Nick asked himself. What’s he got to hide? 
And he flung himself out from behind cover in a darting run that took 
him low behind the desk before Broad-Face could shift balance. 

Nick dropped to one knee and pumped two swift shots through the 
kneehole of the desk. Each found its target; there was a howl of pain 
that turned into a sibilant scream as Broad-Face stumbled, clutched 
himself, and fell. 

And then the light went out. 

Several other things happened almost simultaneously. A couple of 
them were hardly more than fleeting impressions, and the other was 
an imperative thundering outside the front door. 

“What’s going on in there?” someone shouted. “Open up! Police!” 
And hammer hammer on the door. 

Nick was crawling through the kneehole of the desk toward Broad- 
Face’s moaning body when he felt the little draft of air behind him. 


With it came a little hissing sound, and a tantalizingly familiar odor 
that drifted past his nostrils as he turned. 

“Open up for the Police!” he heard, and the thundering at the front 
door became a splintering sound. 

But for the moment Nick squatted, frozen, in his tracks. By the dim 
light from the hall lamp he could see that the bookcases that had been 
against the wall almost directly behind the desk had slid over to one 
side to reveal a doorwide gap. For one split second he thought he 
could see someone standing in the gap; and then he heard the front 
door bursting open and men shouting; the bookcases glided silently 
back into place. 

He scrambled to his feet and ran. Broad-Face lunged at him as he 
passed; Nick kicked out at him remorselessly and raced into the 
passage. He had time for one quick look as he ran, and that was all. 
Two burly cops stood over the groaning night watchman in the hall. 
One was shaking the fellow and other looked up and stared at Nick. 

Nick made a small, axe-chopping gesture with his left hand and 
flung himself down the passage leading past the open offices and back 
into the storeroom. 

“Hey, you!” he heard, and footsteps thundered after him. But they 
were not as quick as his. 

Someone began to scream. Broad-Face, he thought, though the 
sound was high-pitched and almost feminine— “Stop him, stop him! 
Tief! Murderer!” “Hit me from behind,” another voice said 
querulously, and then there were more sounds of movement from the 
hall. 

He threw himself through the connecting door and into the pitch 
blackness of the storeroom. The door opened behind him almost 
immediately as he stumbled over boxes and headed through the 
darkness toward the outer wall. 

“Stop or I'll shoot!” a voice bellowed, and the broad beam of a big 
flashlight splashed across the room. Nick ducked instinctively. But the 
voice was Irish and the hand held fire. 

“AXEman,” he said quietly, and slid his gun back into its holster as 
he turned to face the light. Behind it he could see the figure of a 
uniformed cop. 

“Gawd, you look like hell,” the cop said. “Identification? Hurry!” 

Nick shot out his left wrist and held it under the light. The cop’s 
flash played over the capital A neatly lettered in vanishing paint and 
then turned away to light the far wall with its outer door. 

“Thataway,” he said. “Now do what you gotta do and do it fast!” 

There were shouts from the hallway, coming closer. 

“Thanks, pal,” said Nick. “And my apologies.” As he spoke he 
kicked the cop’s gun from his hand and landed a restrained piledriver 


of a blow at the craggy chin. The policeman dropped like a weighted 
sack, and Nick was already running as he fell. 

At the door he paused for a moment and drew his gun to send one 
shot in the direction of the flashlight but a couple of feet to one side 
so as to be sure to miss the cop but give the effect of aiming at him. 

“Get out!” The cop hissed urgently. 

Nick threw himself out through the door and slammed it shut 
behind him. He ran like a bat out of hell to the end of the block, 
turning abruptly, and went on running until he came to the nearest 
alleyway with openings at both ends. Halfway down the alley he 
stopped and caught his breath, ripping off the stocking mask and 
jacket as he listened for sounds of pursuit. There was a distant shout 
and the shrill bleat of a police whistle, but no signs of immediate 
pursuit. He thrust his jacket and mask into a heap of alley garbage and 
took a small bottle from his trouser pocket. After taking a healthy 
swig of its contents he splashed the rest on his clothes, threw aside the 
bottle, and staggered cheerfully out of the far end of the alley singing 
about Irish eyes and reeking of cheap liquor. 

He had five hundred dollars in his pocket and the memory of a 
familiar odor to take with him. It was, at least, a start. 


He could sense the antagonism. It drifted through the small class 
like an evil miasma. 

Nick—Dr. Jason Nicholas Haig, recently of Princeton— stared into 
the two dozen or so blank faces and cold unfriendly eyes, and made a 
quick change in his plans. He would discard the lecture he had 
worked on so diligently over much of the previous day. 

This was something for which Hawk had not prepared him, 
something strange and unexpected. He had felt it from the moment he 
had walked into the room. 

It would be only natural if the class, having just lost their regular 
and apparently very popular professor, Were to feel a certain shyness 
and resentment in greeting a successor. But why this peculiarly subtle 
antagonism, almost hatred? Surely Winters could not have meant that 
much to them. 

As he went through the formalities of introducing himself he let 
one part of his mind dwell on what he had read of Winters in Hawk’s 
reports and what he had been told the day before as a result of the 
preliminary investigation into Winters’ death. There was nothing in 
any of it to suggest that Winters was directly involved with any of the 
phoney peace organizations or that he had been responsible for the 
campus frenzy. He was suspect only because of his red-tinted past and 
his close rapport with his students. But there was not even a hint that 
he had been unduly close to any of them and no real evidence that he 


had used his influence for subversive purposes. 

He frowned slightly as he gazed at the sullen faces and expressed 
his deep regret at Dr. Winters’ death. His mouth lied as he told them 
that he had known Winters slightly and admired him tremendously, 
and his mind insisted that he must forget the lecture he had prepared 
and play it by ear. It was a damned shame too, because he had spent 
painful hours in preparation. Suddenly he was glad about that other 
area of preparation to which he had devoted himself in the lodgings so 
thoughtfully provided for him. And he was glad that he had followed 
the usual procedure of burning and flushing away all the reports and 
memos after carefully memorizing their contents. 

Editing, and Zandowski in particular, had been very thorough in 
providing him with his cover background. And whoever had arranged 
for the small, well-furnished apartment and transferred his possessions 
had done so with finicky care. They had moved in only his linens, 
socks and shoes from the Mark Hopkins suite, and otherwise had 
given him a completely new wardrobe. Nick was surprised at the 
number of sports coats and slacks they had supplied. Professors, he 
decided, must be rather gay birds after all. 

His favorite Players cigarettes had been eliminated and replaced 
with a collection of Dunhill pipes, already broken in. Thoughtfully, 
they had provided half a case of a medium-priced Scotch, three fifths 
of very old Bourbon, a case of gin and a couple of bottles of Napoleon 
brandy. Zandowski had explained that though he wasn’t expected to 
be a lush he was expected to do a certain amount of entertaining, and 
warned him that even students today expect a drink when they visit 
their professors. 

Nick was amused; they had given him everything but a collection 
of diaphragms in different sizes. He assumed that college girls 
supplied their own. 

But he was no longer amused. As he looked into the bleak faces of 
his students, Nick reflected that it was unlikely he’d ever get to the 
diaphragm stage with any one of them. And he was supposed to 
“cultivate their confidence.” Instead of that he wasn’t even close to the 
igloo, much less about to melt the ice. He had never seen more 
unfriendly eyes, least of all in the young. And he knew that if he were 
to give the lecture he had planned, they would remain unfriendly. 

He paused for a moment’s thought, then spoke. 

“Tt is,” he said, “a philosophical truth that no man is indispensable. 
No man lives, or has ever lived, who cannot be replaced. But let me 
remind you of another truth. In the human heart no being can really 
be replaced. And when a man dies, something is lost forever. 
Something is gone that can never be regained, no matter how great or 
small that man.” 


He hesitated for a moment, in a sudden flash of clarity seeing 
himself as they must see him. And he felt fraudulent. There he was in 
front of them, six-foot-plus of undeniably handsome Professor, with 
almost classic profile, firm cleft chin, touch of distinguished gray 
(temporary) at the temples, thick-rimmed glasses, slightly tinted, and 
a sincere manner. Maybe nauseatingly sincere. Anyway, that much 
they could see. They could not see the depths of philosophical 
ignorance in his mind, or the mental notches for all the many people 
he had killed, or the stiletto he carried up his sleeve, or the gas bomb 
in his pocket, or the stripped-down Luger by the name of Wilhelmina. 

But now there was something for him to see; he saw that he had 
suddenly captured their interest. He had taken them off stride, and 
they were looking at him now instead of through him. 

“T am not here to replace the late Dr. Winters,” he said. “I am not 
here even to substitute for him. I am here because you are here. And 
because I hope to give you in some way some small part of what he 
might have given you had he lived.” He wondered to himself as he 
spoke what Winters might have given them. Dope? False values? A 
subtle line of propaganda? Still wondering, he went on. 

“T believe that many of you in this room were personal friends of 
Dr. Winters. That you liked him, admired him, may even have loved 
him. That I cannot replace. But I ask you to meet me halfway. I ask 
you to accept me only for what I am—to accept whatever small bit of 
knowledge I may give you.” 

Again he hesitated. There was still no warmth, still no sign of 
friendship in them, but at least they were listening. 

“Today,” he said, “I am not going to deliver the lecture I had 
planned. I want this class to take the normal lecture period and spend 
it in any way you wish. Those who really liked the late Dr. Winters 
may spend their time remembering him and some of the things he 
taught you. Perhaps you might ponder what it was that he most 
wanted you to know.” He gave them what he hoped was a meaningful 
look and then thoughtfully shuttered his eyes. “I myself shall return to 
my apartment. I do not intend to use Dr. Winters’ office for my own; 
my home will be my office. I am going to be available to any member 
of this class who might care to visit me and make my acquaintance. I 
can only tell you that I am prepared to greet you with friendship and 
an open mind. And an open heart.” 

For a moment he turned his back on them, and there was a stirring 
in the room. 

“Tm leaving now,” he said, turning once more to face them. “My 
address is on the bulletin board. You will be welcome. You know 
better than I do, of course, why your resentment toward me is so 
great. No doubt you would have had the same feeling toward anyone 


taking the place of a well-liked and apparently beloved professor. But 
let me remind you that I am not trying to take his place. And let me 
say further that your reaction was unnecessary—certainly 
exaggerated.” Now they were really looking at him closely, and 
listening as one. 

He opened his briefcase in one abrupt movement and put his 
lecture notes away. 

“T told you that I knew Winters slightly, that I respected him. If 
you can be bothered, you may find that I have more in common with 
him than you think.” Make anything you like out of that, he said to 
himself, and snapped the case shut. They stared at him and at each 
other. Eyelids flickered, knuckles cracked. 

He picked up his briefcase and nodded to his listeners, a gesture 
signaling the end of words. In dead silence he walked down between 
the rows of seats and the rows of eyes. Only when he had left the 
lecture room and closed the door did the room begin to stir. 


Her slender arm rested on the door of the low-slung Lancia and the 
fingers of her right hand tapped idly on the wheel. From time to time 
her almond-shaped, ebony eyes, shaded by those fabulous curled, 
silken lashes that couldn’t be real—but were—dropped to her left 
wrist. There was a tiny crease in her forehead as she observed the face 
of the miniature platinum watch. 

Damn it, wasn’t he ever going to give up and come out? The last of 
the three students had left a full three quarters of an hour ago. Surely 
he wasn’t expecting any more visitors—not on his first day. 

Hurry up, Prof, damn you! 

She could, of course, have stepped out of that eighteen-thousand- 
dollar car, crossed the walk and rung the bell, as the others had done. 
But that was not her plan. She didn’t want that first meeting to take 
place in his rooms, in case they turned out to match her mental 
picture of the usual college professor’s quarters—dingy to look at, 
sterile of atmosphere, and reeking of musty old books. 

No, the atmosphere must be exactly right. And the meeting must 
be right. It would never do to have her make the opening gesture—at 
least, not an obvious one. It must appear to be an accident. He must 
have no idea that she was arranging the contact; there must be no 
breath of suspicion. 

But wasn’t the man ever going to leave that house? What the devil 
was he doing? Reading, sleeping, lunching? Admiring that shockingly 
handsome profile in his mirror? 

His good looks had really been a surprise. Professors were usually 
not quite that damned good-looking. And neither were agents, either 
of the FBI or Narcotics variety ... one of which he just might turn out 


to be. She frowned again as she looked across the street toward that 
closed front door. 

She had checked. There was a Dr. Jason Nicholas Haig, all right, 
and she’d found a reproduction of his photograph. It didn’t do him 
justice, but the resemblance was unmistakable. 

So? There were plenty of amateurs in the business. He could be a 
genuine plant, but a plant all the same. 

On the other hand he might be nothing more than an innocent 
visiting lecturer in philosophy. If so, he might still be useful. 

What the hell was keeping him? 

What was keeping him was a Scotch on the rocks and a tape 
recording. 

Nick leaned back comfortably and sipped his Scotch. Wilhelmina, 
newly field-stripped, lay hidden in a special section of the bookcase 
that was meant for hiding things. Hugo, the stiletto, was in a sleeve 
compartment in Nick’s jacket rather than in his usual chamois sheath. 
And Pierre nestled carelessly in his pocket, death wrapped in a metal 
marble that could have been a good luck piece or a souvenir—but 
wasn’t. 

Silence from the tape recorder. Then: “Well, thank you for the 
drink, Dr. Haig. It was absolutely scrumptious. I....” 

Nick flicked a switch and hastened the departure of the fluffy 
young blond thing who had come to gape and giggle at him. She was 
sorry that Dr. Winters was dead because he had been such a nice man. 
She was sorry that the class had given Dr. Haig such a cool reception 
that morning, but they were all in shock. She was sure they were all 
going to discover that Dr. Haig was a nice man too. Her voice 
departed in a squeal of speeded-up tape. 

The second section consisted almost solely of Nick’s own voice. He 
listened to it, sipping reflectively, thinking of the burning-eyed young 
man with shaggy hair who had asked him monosyllabic questions, 
scanned his books and stared at him. Tad Bogan. One of the campus 
liberals. Bright, but too occupied with international injustice to have 
much time for his studies. 

He had sized Nick up so deliberately and obviously that it was 
almost funny. His hostility was nearly tangible. 

“Was there anything special you wanted to talk about?” Nick’s 
voice came back to him . 

“You invited us, didn’t you?” said Tad. A few minutes later he was 
gone, leaving Nick with nothing but an empty glass. And a feeling that 
Tad’s scrutiny had been far from funny, after all. 

Next, Kevin Cornwall, campus cut-up. Wide-mouthed, sensa-humor 
lad who found peace demonstrations funny but had admired Dr. 
Winters for his wit. So he said. And as he spoke, stretching his wide 


mouth into wisecracks, his gaze had pinned Nick against the wall and 
wandered on to scan the study with an interest that was very carefully 
concealed. He inquired about Princeton. He made humorous remarks 
about schools of philosophical thought and invited comment. He 
listened, nodded, made a joke and left. 

Nick turned off the tape recorder. 

He had learned nothing except that he was being tested. The girl in 
the Lancia shifted her slender, five-foot frame in the deep quarter- 
grained leather of the bucket seat, shook a lock of raven hair out of 
her eye, and reached for the open pack of Turkish cigarettes in the 
glove compartment. She was lifting a solid gold lighter and preparing 
to flick the flame into life when the door of the apartment house 
opened. The cigarette hung unlit between her lips as she watched the 
tall, handsome man in the tweed jacket and gray slacks walk out and 
turn down the street away from her. 

He went at once to the two-year-old blue Volkswagen at the curb 
and folded himself into the driver’s seat. 

There was no point, Nick had decided, in waiting for any more 
student visitors. He was getting nothing from them but the once-over. 
He might as well use his spare time to reconnoiter the scene of his 
Sunday night crime and compare notes with the junior-grade AXEman 
Hawk had delegated to watch the place. Besides, he was hungry, and 
in the mood for some of the really first-class Chinese food to be found 
in San Francisco’s Chinatown. 

He drew away from the curb and picked up speed. A block and a 
half later he pulled to a slow stop to wait for the traffic light. 

He was taking the pipe from his mouth when the car suddenly 
leaped forward; he didn’t have to hear the sound of the crash to know 
exactly what had happened. Some damned idiot with bad brakes had 
slammed into his rear end. 

Bad brakes, or maybe something else. 

He looked into his rearview mirror and decided it was maybe 
something else. 


Chapter 5 


HOMEWORK IN THE HOUSE OF BLOSSOM 


Nick peeled himself out of the car. He had several thoughts in 
mind, and the one that pleased him most was that now he had a good 
excuse to grab onto another car, something with a little more leg room 
and a lot more get up and go. With the Volkswagen’s engine in the 
rear it was a pretty good bet that the car was a complete mess and 
would be in the garage for weeks. 

Another thing that pleased him was that he had seen the Lancia 
parked near his apartment house and had seen it taking off after him; 
the fact that it had caught up with him so dramatically was interesting 
to say the least. 

He cast a savage scowl at his attacker and eyed his car’s rear end. 
He was right about the damage. The small, highly efficient German 
engine was a complete wreck. The other car, its long nose buried in 
his buggy’s backside, looked virtually untouched. Its powerful front 
end was protected by custom-made stainless steel bumpers reinforced 
by lots of money that had bought the very best, and he knew at once 
that the other car had suffered no damage whatsoever. 

So. He was a college professor not overly endowed with funds and 
no doubt his first reaction should be concern for his faithful little car. 
But as he looked at the Lancia’s driver he knew that not even a 
professor would overdo the outrage bit. After all, he was insured, and 
women drivers who happen to be completely stunning kind of take the 
sting out of motor accidents. And as far as Dr. Haig was concerned, of 
course it was an accident. 

The girl’s voice reached him before he reached her car. She hadn’t 
so much as bothered to get out or even shut off her engine., 

“Tf you don’t know how to drive a car, my dear man, you should 
either walk or take taxi cabs.” 

Nick halted in his tracks and looked her over. 

“If you can’t tell red light from green, my dear lady,” he said 
irritably, while letting himself admire her exquisite face, “I suggest 
you have your eyes examined. Or don’t you know you're supposed to 
use your brakes instead of bumpers?” And he thought, as he gazed at 
her, that he had seldom in his life or in the years of his wanderings 
seen a more utterly striking girl. Her oddly lilting voice matched her 
exotic beauty and he guessed at once that she must be part Chinese. 
Her pale olive skin, unblemished by makeup, was a perfect setting for 
those fabulous eyes, the small, uptilted nose, the high cheekbones, and 


the chiseled coral mouth that seemed to hold a thousand invitations of 
unbelievable delights. But at the moment the mouth was more 
demanding than inviting. 

“The light is green,” she said, and by then it was. “Your driving 
license and registration, please.” 

“But naturally,” said Nick. “And yours, if you don’t mind.” For she 
was making no move to seek her own identification cards to show him 
in return. He smiled genially as he reached for his wallet and waited 
for her to do the same. She hesitated, clucked impatiently, and finally 
reached into a capacious bag that somehow looked neat and petite 
despite its size. 

Her name, incredibly, was Blossom Twin. 

She frowned at the driver’s license supplied to Nick by Documents. 
Then she gave a little gasp and bit her lower lip daintily. 

“Why, Dr. Haig!” 

This time, when that utterly devastating pair of eyes lifted to look 
into his own, it was as though a magic wand had been waved over her 
lovely, sleek head. The eyes were friendly and smiling and the curved 
lips had parted to show a twin row of die rarest pearls and a small red 
tongue that could have doubled for the pistil of some exotic tropical 
orchid. 

Nick’s own eyes opened wide in fake surprise. Now he was sure 
this meeting was no accident. 

“You sound as though you know me,” he said cagily, wondering 
what the real J. Nicholas Haig might have said. 

“Of course I know you,” she said eagerly, and a little ruefully. “I 
would have recognized you right away if I hadn’t been late for class 
this morning. It was all over when I got there—class breaking up, and 
you fading away into the distance. And now we meet like this. I am so 
sorry!” 

She gave him a ravishing smile. 

“Pm not,” said Nick. “And why should you be, since it’s all my 
fault for stopping at a silly old fight?” He grinned at her engagingly 
and she laughed out loud. 

“Because it’s not your fault and I knew it all along. And of course 
I’m going to take care of the damages. If you can call someone and 
have that West German collection of spare parts,” and she waved a 
small, casual hand toward the wrecked Volkswagen, “removed from 
the front of my car, I'll be happy to take you wherever you were 
planning to go. I really feel just terrible about...” 

“Please don’t,” Nick interrupted. “I’ve been wanting something a 
bit more sporty than the little blue bug, and now I have an excuse. So 
relax a while and let me go call the wreckers. Oh, and thanks for the 
offer of taxi service. I was going to lunch. Chinese lunch. You'll join 


me, won’t you?” 

Again she blessed him with that ravishing smile. 

“Sold,” she said, and the Americanism sounded strange coming 
from her exotic lips. “Sold. But since I was the one to cause this 
inconvenience, you must be my guest. You will find that I am not a 
very good student but I do happen to be a very good amateur cook. 
Would you think me presumptuous—or terribly forward—if I asked 
you to lunch at my apartment?” She looked at him appealingly, 
almond eyes wide and lips slightly parted. 

“Not at all,” said Nick. “I’d be delighted.” 

“Ah, enchanting!” 

Traffic crawled and snarled around them and a voice boomed into 
Nick’s ear. 

“All right, all right,” said the cop, “let’s not get engaged right here 
on the street. When you’re quite sure you got time, let’s get things 
moving, huh?” 


She referred to it as her pad—another of the odd bits of American 
slang which peppered her speech—and it was high up on Telegraph 
Hill, overlooking Chinatown and the older part of the city on one side 
and the Golden Gate on the other. 

It was a small, exquisite little house, set off by itself. Two floors 
and very likely a basement, Nick thought appraisingly; rather elegant 
quarters for an undergraduate. On the other hand, Blossom was 
obviously no ordinary student so far as looks, money and 
sophistication were concerned. 

Blossom was reaching for her key when the front door opened and 
a thin, aged Chinese woman came out. The woman said something in 
Chinese, speaking in a dialect unfamiliar to Nick, and the girl 
answered briefly. It seemed to Nick that the old woman looked at him 
just a little more penetratingly than necessary, but he could have been 
mistaken. Then the woman nodded shakily, as old women do, and left 
without a backward glance. 

“She comes in and cleans,” the girl said, stepping into the hallway. 

“Ah, yes,” said Nick, with professorial vagueness. “And do you live 
alone in this lovely home?” There was a number on the door that he 
recognized from Hawk’s dossier, and beneath the number was a 
double name-slot. But there were no names in the slot. 

“IT do now,” said Blossom, rather shortly. Then she smiled her 
almost edible smile and held out her hand to him. “Welcome, Dr. 
Haig. In some ways I am the most backward student in your class— 
but not in all ways, yes?” 

“Yes,” said Nick. “Or do I mean no?” He took her hand and held it. 
“Youw’re certainly the most attractive. Surely the most beautiful girl on 


campus. Or any campus, for that matter.” And the smile he gave her 
was at least as charming as hers. 

She gave a tinkle of laughter. 

“Why, Doctor, how very nice you are. Now come into my living 
room and make yourself at home. First, a drink, I think. What would 
you like?” 

I would like to know what you are up to, he thought, following her 
exquisitely shaped figure down the hallway into the luxurious living 
room; and, for that matter, I wouldn’t at all mind finding out if you’re 
half as sexy as you look. 

She saved him the trouble of answering her question. 

“For an Oriental lunch, let me suggest an Oriental drink.” She 
stopped beside an elaborately carved teak sideboard and drew aside a 
bottle and two slender crystal glasses. “I have some very fine rice 
wine, which my family gave me, and I’m sure your discriminating 
palate will enjoy it.” She smiled a flattering smile and poured. 

Nick’s discriminating palate could still taste Scotch, but he forbore 
to mention it. He also watched her closely while she poured. 

She put the two glasses on a tiny silver tray. 

“Please,” she said, and held the tray in front of him. 

He took one glass and she the other. They sipped, still standing, 
and she said, “To your health, and to your happiness at Berkeley.” 

Then again there was the ravishing smile. Nick looked at her 
astonishing dark beauty and felt his senses stir. She was almost too 
lovely to be real, and yet there did seem to be real warmth beneath 
the loveliness. 

“Excellent wine,” he said appreciatively. 

She nodded, and made a dainty little gesture toward a deep 
armchair. “Do sit down. And perhaps you will give me a moment to 
change? I find Western clothes uncomfortable.” 

He nodded acquiescence and she was gone, graceful as a breeze in 
spring. 

And yet there was something about the atmosphere that was not at 
all springlike. Nick wondered why. Perhaps it was because the girl 
was so very sensual. Or perhaps it was because Cissy Melford had 
lived at this address before the tragic crash on the mountain road. 
Odd that the police reports on Cissy had not mentioned a fellow 
householder. But then—he supposed—there was no reason why they 
should. And it was up to him to find out if Cissy’s death had any 
connection with ... with what? With anything else. 

He was slowly sipping his wine from the dainty crystal glass when 
she wafted back into the room, bringing with her a faint fragrance of 
something musky but pleasant. She had discarded her finely tailored 
Shantung suit and was sheathed in a raw silk Chinese tunic of flaming 


red. It started with a small collar around her neck, spread down across 
her beautiful breasts to emphasize rather than conceal them, dropped 
down beyond her slender waist, which he could have circled with his 
two hands, and stopped just below her knees. On each side there were 
open slits reaching almost halfway to her armpits, and he could see at 
once that there was nothing between the fabric and the glowing olive 
skin of her body. 

Her legs were bare and smooth and the feet had been thrust into 
open sandals. Solitary star sapphires, set in rings of diamond-studded 
platinum, dropped from each tiny ear. Apart from the simple green- 
and-gold dragon pin on her left breast, the exquisite earrings were the 
only decoration to set off the simplicity of her costume. 

For a moment Nick found himself almost breathless. Her beauty 
was like a shock wave across the room. 

He rose and raised his glass as she reached for hers. 

“To a most charming hostess,” he said. “To the most beautiful of 
my students. And the only really friendly one!” 

She thanked him with a rather wistful little smile. 

“You must forgive us,” she said quietly. “But we’ve had a double 
shock. It’s not only Dr. Winters—it’s that terrible highway accident 
last Friday. Six of the class killed, all at once. Your class.” 

Nick gave her a suitably startled look. “My class? I didn’t realize. I 
wish I’d been told beforehand—I might have handled things a little 
differently. Good Lord, yes. I read about that over the weekend. There 
was a girl called Cissy Melford driving, isn’t that right? Was she a 
friend of yours?” 

Blossom shrugged. Her breasts rose and fell provocatively. 

“Not really very close, but that doesn’t make it much less horrible. 
She shared the house with me for a while. Until last Friday. We led 
quite separate lives, though. She has a—she had a private entrance 
around the side and two self-contained rooms upstairs.” She shook her 
head sorrowfully. “It was an awful, awful tragedy. But let’s not talk 
about it any more. Let’s have more wine instead.” 

She delicately drained her glass. 

“Allow me,” said Nick. He took it from her, crossed to the 
sideboard, refilled both glasses. When he turned she was sitting on a 
low, silk-covered couch, curling into a corner with her small feet 
under her, and patting the place beside her. 

“Sit next to me, Doctor,” she said, and the invitation in her eyes 
was irresistible. He sat. They sipped. 

“IT hope you’re not in too much of a hurry,” Blossom said. “I think 
nothing spoils a meal more than ... rushing it. The sense of expectancy 
adds so much, don’t you think?” 

“Oh, I do, I do,” Nick murmured. “But isn’t there something I can 


do to help you get things ready?” He felt a sudden need for food, for 
coffee, for fresh air. The aura of the girl was getting at his senses and 
it took almost superhuman effort for him to keep from putting his arm 
behind her and fastening his hand around one of those soft but firmly 
molded breasts. Dr. J. Nicholas Haig was not the kind of man to 
molest a girl. 

“No, really, it will take no time to prepare,” she almost whispered. 
“Shing Tu, the old woman, always has the food ready so that I need 
do nothing but turn on the flame and add a few ingredients. You know 
our Chinese food—it needs the least of cooking. A special touch, yes, 
but after the initial preparations ... very little time. So relax yourself, 
Doctor.” 

He relaxed himself, wondering why it was so easy. Was it Scotch 
and Oriental wine, or was it only Oriental wine? He knew the answer 
almost without thinking. But he had another question for himself. Was 
she feeling the same way, or was she acting? 

Again she answered for him, this time in a different way. As he sat 
beside her, stirred beyond reason by her closeness and her beauty, she 
reached for his hand and turned it palm up to look into it with eyes 
that glowed with warmth. 

“You have nice hands for a Western man,” she said, and he could 
see the small pulse that pounded at her temple. “Large and strong, but 
fine. I have seen that most Americans have very crude hands with 
great knuckles and, more often than not, rather dirty nails.” 

For some reason he had a sudden, intense desire to kiss her. But 
she was quicker than he. With a movement that was both abrupt and 
graceful she lifted his hand and her head darted forward, and then 
those utterly desirable coral lips were pressed against the inside of his 
palm and her long, beautiful jet hair had fallen forward and was 
caressing his bare wrist. 

In one flashing moment Nick experienced the most completely 
sensuous contact he had ever had through so un-sensual a part of 
himself as the palm of his right hand. ... It was incredible that it 
should be so, yet the sensation was asking for it, wanting it He drew 
in a deep breath and this time he felt no hesitancy about putting his 
free arm around her and drawing her close. At the same time he kept 
his ears and eyes wide open, although it was hard with all that hot, 
fierce pounding in his temples. 

Her lips lifted from his hand and then, in a soaring moment, he 
was leaning hard against her and her lips had found his own. 

His mouth opened and the flower-red tongue darted like a flaming 
dagger between his teeth and deep into his mouth as her hands snaked 
under the tweed of his coat and under the cloth of his shirt to clasp his 
naked back. He could feel the nipples of her breasts grow suddenly 


erect through the gossamer fabric of her tunic as she strained against 
him, fingers probing and kneading, and his own hands slid into the 
slits of that inviting dress and circled around the bare thighs until they 
found the smooth round ecstasy of her small buttocks. 

She moved a little in his arms, so that the roundness of her rubbed 
velvet-soft against his hands, and her legs parted just a little so that it 
was not only the roundness of her buttocks he was feeling. He made 
his hands move away from the alluring cleft to hold the rounded flesh 
more firmly. Even for him, never one to waste time, it was a little too 
soon for the deeper intimacy. 

But one of her own small hands came around to move his into the 
valley, and the small-boned hips gyrated smoothly so that his 
fingertips found the target she had chosen for them and felt how soft, 
how warm, how damp, how nearly ready she was. He felt himself 
grow hot, felt the blood racing in his veins. 

And then, like an explosion, she was off the couch and on her feet 
and standing small and straight in front of him. But her eyes were 
very bright, and she was smiling. 

“Why, Dr. Haig,” she breathed. “You do surprise me. For a 
philosopher you—you seem very much a man of action.” 

Nick willed his pulses to slow down. But for once they disobeyed. 

“Well, I’m a practical philosopher,” he said, drawing a deep and 
needed breath, “one who finds evidence more satisfactory than pure 
theory.” He got to his feet and managed to look just a little 
embarrassed, although his blood was still hot and he knew that her 
play for him had been deliberate. And that she was just as hot as he. 

“You surprise me, too,” he said, with just the right sort of half- 
smile. “For a college student, you seem very much ... um . . the 
accomplished courtesan.” And that was true. It was a long time since 
he had been toyed with by so expert a teaser. 

She laughed outright. “College students know a thing or two,” she 
said. “Courtesan! What a lovely word. I suppose I should be offended. 
But I’m not. Neither am I just a tease, a silly flirt.” Her face was 
suddenly serious as she looked up at him, and she reached a hand out 
to rest it lightly on his sleeve. “I’m a practical philosopher myself,” she 
said. “When I want something I try very hard to get it. Are you 
shocked? You can’t be. You want me too, don’t you?” 

He leaned down and kissed her, gently at first and then with 
growing heat. It seemed to be the answer that she wanted. But when 
he tried to unfasten the little buttons down her back she whispered, 
“Not here. Not the couch. Upstairs, the bedroom. Take me there ... 
please. I need to feel your strength. I want to know I’m with a man, a 
real man, all-man.” 

He picked her up as though she were a toy and her arms went 


around his neck. 

“The stairs lead off the passage,” she murmured, eyes half-closed, 
“and then you turn—” 

“Oh, P’ll find the bedroom, don’t you worry,” said Nick. “Doors 
locked down here? I should hate to have unexpected visitors.” 

“Self-locking. We won’t be interrupted. Shall we take the wine 
bottle?” 

“We don’t need it any more, do we?” he said softly, and he saw her 
eyes flicker fleetingly. Then she sighed and murmured, “No.” 

He carried her across the room and up the stairs. She was feather- 
light but her body was vibrant and wanting, and his whole being was 
pulsing with feverish desire so that it was all he could do to keep from 
ravishing her right on the stairs. But his mind clicked off the facts in 
its one remaining cool corner, and told him several things. One, that 
special Oriental wine was, or contained, an aphrodisiac. Two, she 
knew it. Three, she had also drunk it, knowing its qualities. Four, she 
thought she could gain something by turning him into a sex-hungry 
animal and therefore—five—he ought to able to gain something from 
her. Six, his body was on fire but his danger sense was still alert, his 
physical strength and reflexes unimpaired. 

When he entered the room with the queen-sized round bed he 
stopped for a moment in the doorway and pressed a burning kiss 
against her mouth. But even as he kissed he sent his spy’s sixth sense 
out to probe the room, and it told him that there was no danger in it. 
Not yet, at any rate. Before he put her down he closed the door behind 
him and quietly locked it. And as he carried her toward the bed he 
surveyed the windows on either side of it and noted that they were 
open but equipped with permanent screens. 

She sank down onto the bed with a little sigh. He planted gentle 
kisses in her hair and ran his hands down the length of her smooth 
body, listening for sounds of movement in the house and hearing 
none. If he played his scene with her just right he might be able to 
surprise some truth out of her—break down her defenses and find out 
why she’d contrived this meeting with him. Meeting! Well, words 
failed. At least he was doubly sure now that she had faked the 
accident. And he was also sure that there was one thing she wasn’t 
faking. How much was due to Oriental wine he could not know, but— 
she had wanted to come upstairs to the bedroom just as badly as he 
had. And now she was trembling with desire. 


But again she surprised him. 

She was not to be rushed. After one breathless, almost-yielding 
moment on the bed she slipped out of his arms and, urging him to 
wait, disappeared behind a silk screen. It took her only seconds to 


reappear in front of him, stark naked in the half light of the room. 

He made a little move toward her, ripping off his jacket as he did 
so and tossing it aside. Hugo and Pierre nestled innocently in its folds. 
Wilhelmina was at home, still in her bookcase compartment. Blossom 
picked his jacket up and put it carefully upon a chair. Almost too 
carefully, he thought, as though she might be weighing it. 

She touched his face. “Lie on the bed,” she whispered. “I want to 
undress you.” 

He lay back on the great circular bed and felt ripples of pleasure 
running through him as she slowly took off his clothes. Shoes ... socks 
... trousers ... shirt... . She put them aside neatly, fastidiously, gently, 
as if she loved each article that had been close to him, as if she took 
pleasure in their very weave and texture. 

When he was almost undressed, she stopped, but only long enough 
to run her lips like twin butterflies over his naked chest. He tried to 
pull her to him but she shook her head and smiled; she was still not 
going to be rushed, even though her nipples were hard and her breasts 
were heaving. He was not to touch her until she was quite through 
with undressing him. 

And then, in another deliciously prolonged moment, he lay naked 
on the bed and she was next to him. And this time the lips moved up 
and down over his nakedness and her hands were like baby mice as 
they searched out the hidden and sensitive parts of him. 

He was ravenously hungry for her, wanting to attack and ravage 
and possess her with an animal fury. And at the same time he wanted 
to prolong what she was doing. He could sense the same savagery 
within her, waiting to explode, and he understood that in spite of 
wine-stoked passion she wanted to experience every nuance, every 
subtlety of lovemaking, before they settled down to the ultimate 
acrobatics that would lead to absolute ecstasy. 

And so he held himself in a control that was exquisite agony and 
played upon her with all the expertise that he thought a fairly 
sophisticated college professor should have. It was hard to remember 
—as his muscles flexed and became taut and their bodies churned 
against each other —what tricks he ought to know and what he 
oughtn’t. But after a while it no longer mattered. As passion mounted, 
technique fell away and delicious frenzy rapidly took over. He 
remembered only to keep that one part of his mind alert that told him 
he was not only a professor but a spy. 

At last she fell across him and pulled him over her, and again his 
mouth found her mouth and his long body covered her. Her small 
rounded thighs quivered and he could feel her move beneath him as 
she spread them wide. She was ready, now; straining, moaning, 
clutching. 


Her body closed around his. He was engulfed in her, and there was 
a roaring in his head that would only be stilled by a plunge into her 
very depths. 

He plunged. They lurched together, gasping, exulting in the tumult 
that they shared. 

It was at that moment—that very moment of blind climax when 
his ears were singing and his mind was reeling and his body was 
locked into hers—that he heard the sound. It wasn’t much. Only the 
softest of sliding noises, so faint that he wasn’t sure he really had 
heard anything. But he moved his head quickly as the girl moaned and 
writhed beneath him, and he caught the movement of the shadow out 
of the corner of his eye. 

He was lightning fast and the wrench was brutal. Blossom gasped 
with shock and clawed at him. But he was off the bed and crouching, 
long arms reaching for the shadow that was now a man. The hard 
edge of his palm meat-axed down against a muscular neck and Nick 
saw the figure crumple. 

He also saw, at the edge of his vision, another gliding movement 
that meant a second shadow. But this time he was too late. He was 
conscious only long enough to catch a fleeting glimpse of the 
blackjack descending and hear Blossom’s sharp cry—‘“No, no, no!”— 
and feel the world exploding in the kind of explosion he hadn’t 
counted on at all. 


Chapter 6 


INVITATION TO A CHAT 


The odor bothered him. It interfered with his thinking. And he had 
plenty of thinking to do. 

Nick stirred uncomfortably within the limits They had provided for 
him and shook his head to clear it. It ached abominably. Altogether he 
was not very pleased with himself. 

He had been a first-class, number-one damned fool. It wasn’t only 
that he had permitted himself to be caught in a position in which no 
man is capable of defending himself; it was also—and worse—that he 
had overestimated himself. Now that the effect of the wine had run its 
course he could realize what it had done to him. It had helped him 
fool himself. Danger sense on the alert, lightning reflexes ever-ready, 
body in perfect fighting trim, good old Carter—for Chrissakes! 
Deluded by heady wine and overconfidence. 

But Blossom had screamed No, no, no and sounded as though she 
meant it. 

Strange. 

Maybe she just didn’t like being interrupted in mid-act. He didn’t 
like it much himself. 

What in hell was that odor? Fetid, stale, musty. He knew it from 
somewhere. 

They had bound, gagged and blindfolded him so that only his nose 
was free to sense anything. He used it busily; he knew that sometime 
in the past he had come across that smell. Distant past, he thought. It 
was not the familiar, unexpected odor of a couple of nights ago; it was 
much more exotic. What... ? 

And then he heard the sound of a gong somewhere nearby and it 
suddenly came to him. 

He was in a Chinese joss house sniffing in the classic odor of the 
incense used to disguise the smell of cooking opium. 

So. Very interesting. 

With that thought settled in his mind for later review, he went 
back over his cataclysmic visit to the house on Telegraph Hill. The 
featureless figures who had pounced upon him in the bedroom had 
not come in through the door or windows. In his first lightning swing 
he had seen that they were closed. So that meant some kind of sliding 
panel. Behind that screen, most likely. 

He cursed again, daming his own carelessness, and then began to 
test his bonds and try out his cramped muscles. The roughness of 


coarse cloth rubbed against his skin; at least he was no longer naked. 
It made him feel somehow less vulnerable. 

The gong sounded again. In a moment it was followed by the soft 
opening and closing of a door. He heard the whispering shuffle of 
sandals and knew that someone or several people were in the room 
with him. 

There was another sound now and it reminded him of someone 
passing through a beaded curtain. The footsteps told of two men 
wearing everyday shoes. 

Again he moved a little. The cords were efficiently knotted and 
fairly tight but they weren’t causing him much physical discomfort. 
He seemed to be lying on some sort of cot or couch because there was 
padding beneath him and he could sense that he was slightly above 
the level of the footsteps. And the only pain he had anywhere was in 
his head, on the one side that had met the blackjack. So it seemed that 
they were satisfied with knocking him unconscious and keeping him 
on ice. For the time being, anyway. 

Rough hands suddenly reached for him and the gag was torn from 
his mouth. A moment later the blindfold was ripped off just as 
roughly. At first the sudden light made it impossible for him to see 
anything but the vague outlines of the room. He was still blinking his 
eyes and trying to see when he was jerked erect and his bound feet hit 
the straw mat which covered the floor. The smell of the incense was 
almost overpowering. 

Slowly his vision cleared and he could see the room and the men. 

There were four of them and they stood just out of arms’ reach in a 
semicircle, staring at him wordlessly. Two of them were dressed in 
old-fashioned Chinese gowns, but the other two wore western garb. 
They all had two things in common: they were Oriental, and they 
were huge. 

The one in the plain black tunic moved to a stool and sat down, 
and the other man in Chinese gown stepped forward a pace so that 
Nick could almost have reached out and struck him if he had had a 
mind to. The two men in western clothes arranged themselves to 
either side of Nick and stood stolidly, arms folded. 

The man in the black tunic spoke. He was the only one who ever 
did. 

“Who are you?” Nick’s open wallet was in the man’s hand. 

Nick stared at him, the very picture of bewilderment and outrage. 

“Who am I! You know who I am. And what’s all this— assault and 
battery, robbery, kidnapping—? You fellows are taking quite a chance, 
aren’t you?” He glowered at them, producing a nice shade of bluster 
mixed with fear. “And what have you done with the girl? What do you 
want with me?” 


No one moved. No one changed expression. 

Oh, very inscrutable Chinese, Nick thought. Don’t overdo it, fellas. 

Black Tunic spoke again. “Who are you?” 

“T’m sorry, I assumed that you could read,” Nick said, with nervous 
nastiness. “I am Dr. Jason Nicholas Haig, presently of Berkeley. My 
credentials—if they’re so important to you—are in that wallet that you 
just happen to be holding in your hand.” 

The man in the black tunic dropped the wallet to the floor as 
though it were a piece of dung. 

“You lie. Who are you?” 

“What nonensense is this?” Nick demanded. “You attack me, drag 
me here, take my wallet, and you have the nerve to ask me questions? 
I'll tell you once more, and I warn you that I’m going to take very 
serious action. I’m Dr. Jason Nicholas Haig, professor of philosophy 
currently at Berkeley. Who are you?” 

He had only a split second to think—oh, three times and you’re out 
—and try to duck. But there was no where to duck. 

The blow from the man on his right caught him across the side of 
his neck, and the man must have mastered some particularly vicious 
technique because the pain for a moment was so excruciating that he 
thought he was going to black out. He was congratulating himself that 
he hadn’t when the other one took him from the left and rocked him 
sideways. 

They waited for him to recover and then the one in black spoke 
again. His voice was a harsh whine but the accent was curiously 
cultivated, almost Oxonian. 

“Perhaps,” he said, “I may save us all a little time as well as saving 
you considerable agony. And believe me, my wandering friend, I use 
the word agony conservatively. Let me put it this way. We have 
reason to believe you are not Dr. Haig, and we want to know who you 
are. Tell the truth, and we may very well be able to come to a 
satisfactory arrangement. Lie again, and you will never cease 
regretting it.” 

Nick half shook his head. Dr. J. Nicholas Haig, eh? Some cover 
that Hawk had arranged. Not like him, to pick a cover so easily blown. 

But was it really blown? How could they possibly know he wasn’t 
Haig? His background material was flawless and the real Haig was 
carefully hidden away under AXE protection. 

Maybe a bluff would still work. 

“T don’t understand,” he said. “Why should I make any 
arrangement with you? Why should you think I’m lying?” 

The thinnest trace of a smile twisted the set lips of his questioner. 

“You do like to waste time,” he said. “It will not help you. And you 
surely can’t expect me to give away my source of knowledge. But I 


will give you two small hints. Very small. First, your unseemly 
readiness to step into a world that is not your own, if I may put it 
delicately. Second, your body—its strength, its speed, its scars. It is a 
trained body, highly trained, and not for the teaching of philosophy. 
But enough. I waste time as well as precious words. Be good enough 
to tell me who you are before I find it necessary to persuade you.” 

Nick produced an expression of complete bewilderment. 

“You're talking absolute nonsense,” he said. “Of course I keep in 
trim.” But that could be all he has on me, he was thinking. Or could 
it? 

The man in black stared at him. Then, slowly, he stood up. 

“Yes, you have a fine, strong, healthy body, as we have had 
occasion to observe. It was not an amateur’s blow that felled my 
colleague earlier in the day. We are interested in your body, and so, 
presumably, are you. It is also possible that you might have a mind of 
some intelligence, although you have shown no recent signs of 
exercising it. I suggest you do so now.” 

“T don’t know what you're talking about,” said Nick. “When the 
police—” 

“There will be no police, no help for you. Within the next hour this 
fine, this enviably well-trained body of yours is going to be broken 
and destroyed.” The words were slow and measured and their 
meaning unmistakable. Black Tunic obviously wasn’t one to indulge in 
idle talk. His eyes pierced into Nick’s. “Destroyed,” he repeated. “But 
it will live on. And as your crippled body drags you through the 
remaining years of your life, your mind will scream for the mercy of 
death. Because your mind, too, will be hideously and permanently 
scarred. You will be a vegetable, a pitiful husk staring into an empty 
future with dead eyes. And of your past you will have only memories 
of the utmost pain and horror.” 

“Dear me,” said Nick. “That does sound dreadful.” It wasn’t quite 
what Dr. Haig might have said, but he couldn’t help himself. The 
menacing speech was just too, too Fu Manchu. 

Black Tunic’s eyes poured venom at him. “Possibly you think that I 
am joking. I am not.” He nodded at the man beside him and gestured 
with his hand. The man stepped wordlessly through the beaded 
curtains at the end of the room. 

“He has gone for the equipment,” said the one in the black tunic. 
“We use more subtle methods than your American hoodlums. And 
now I ask you for the last time. Who are you?” 

Nick set his teeth. “For the last time, then,” he said furiously, “I'll 
tell you who I am. And then, you roadshow Fu Manchu, you and your 
hired hands can go to hell. I am Dr. Jason Nicholas Haig, Doctor of 
Philosophy and visiting lecturer at the University of California, 


Berkeley. Now will you stop this insane farce and let me out of here?” 

He closed his eyes then and drew a long breath. Everyone had to 
make a mistake sooner or later and it looked as though his turn had 
come up. 

“No, youre staying with us, professor,” the voice said softly, and a 
piledriver of a blow slammed into the back of his head. 

Or maybe it was Hawk’s mistake. 

Hawk should have known that he wasn’t really college material. 

He recognized the device at once. The first time he had seen one 
had been shortly after the war when he was helping to dismantle a 
concentration camp just south of Yokohama. Later he had come across 
another during a secret mission in Vietnam following a raid on a Viet 
Cong headquarters. And he had talked to one of its victims only a few 
hours before the man had killed himself. 

The man had been a superb agent, iron-hard of body and mind. 
And yet he had talked. Remorse was the lesser of his reasons for 
killing himself. 

No one knew the Chinese name for the device, but somewhere 
along the line an American agent had dubbed it the Persuader. The 
name had stuck; the thing was hideously persuasive. 

It was a machine standing about six feet tall; a structure of iron 
framework with clamps to hold the victim’s feet some thirty inches 
apart and a heavy leather belt to go around the waist to keep him 
from falling. The wrists would be encased in metal bracelets at the 
man’s side and there was a restraining bar at chest level for good 
measure. The heart of the device was an odd-looking pair of clamps 
mounted midway between the footrests and extending upward some 
thirty-six inches. The jaws of the clamps were oval and slightly 
cupped. They were activated by a turnscrew which slowly, very 
slowly, drew the jaws together. 

A sudden shudder went though Nick’s body as two of the men 
moved the machine to the side wall where Black Tunic waited. He 
could imagine only too vividly the exquisite physical agony of having 
his testicles gradually crushed. And even worse, far worse, would be 
the mental agony of knowing, as he suffered the dreadful pain, that he 
was slowly and surely being emasculated for the rest of his life. 

He was conditioned to resist many forms of torture. He knew that 
he could put up with hours of excruciating pain, even days of it. But 
most forms of torture have a built-in escape that keeps a man’s hopes 
alive while he slowly dies, keeps him silent in the knowledge that 
death will eventually release him. But not this one. It did not kill. It 
mutilated mind and body, as the man in black had said. 

It is said that a man about to die reviews, in an instant, the whole 
of his past life. Nick, without the hope of death, had other thoughts. 


As the taller of the two blank-faced thugs in western dress leaned 
down to slash the rope which bound his ankles together, he suddenly 
saw the years that stretched ahead. And he saw a future peopled by 
the beautiful girls he would never have, a future in which he would 
wander lonely as a cloud and as useless as a broken shell. It was an 
ugly picture. 

But at all costs he must not talk. Whoever and whatever these 
people might be he was not going to tell them who or what he was. 
He knew that if he did it would not stop there. He would have to keep 
on talking, conditioned though he was. And he knew far too much, 
too many things about AXE, too many national secrets, to start getting 
gabby with these sadistic strangers. 

It was as if Black Tunic read his thoughts. His voice had lost 
something of its harshness and his mouth looked pleased. 

“There are many things about you that we would like to know,” he 
said conversationally. “I’m sure that they will come to you upon ... 
reflection.” 

They had him on his feet now and they were moving him forward, 
one-foot-other-foot and with the coarse robe flapping loosely about 
him. 

He had no choice; not any at all. 

By now they had swung him around with his back to the skeletal 
box, and there was one man on each side of him holding him firmly 
by the ankles to work his feet into the clamps. His hands were tied 
behind his back and were useless to him. And yet one of Hawk’s 
favorite maxims still made sense. “A good agent,” Hawk would say, 
“never permits himself to get into a position where he can be tortured. 
He puts his life on the line and goes down fighting first.” 

And that was why he hadn’t any choice. 

“One moment,” Nick said pleasantly. “I’ve decided that I’ll use my 
head.” 

There was a brief, expectant pause. 

He used his head. It was all he had available. 

He took the one on his right foot first; that one was the biggest. His 
body moved like a thing galvanized by a jolt of powerful electric 
current and his head was a giant fist propelled by all his strength. He 
caught the man, hard, with a vicious blow at the strategic place where 
the spinal column carries the whole nervous system into the head, and 
he knocked the man cold. And then, still with the same swinging 
movement from the waist, his body turned and his skull cracked into 
the face of the second bending man. The man gave a grunting groan 
and his hands dropped from Nick’s ankle. 

It had taken only seconds. But now the one in the black tunic was 
moving in fast in karate stance and Nick pivoted to meet him. With 


two down and his feet swinging free he was beginning to have a 
chance. He swung is right leg up, savate style, and felt his foot thunk 
heavily up and against its target. It he’d had a shoe on it would have 
been more effective, but even the blow with his bare foot buried in 
the man’s groin was enough to slow Black Tunic down and make him 
yelp with pain. Nick danced sideways, awkward in his flapping gown, 
out of reach of the man’s savage lunge. 

But four of them was one too many. That fourth one caught him on 
the side of the neck with a slicing karate chop and Nick fell heavily on 
his knees. A second chop held him there, fighting to stay conscious 
and thinking hazily that whatever they did to him he must not must 
not MUST NOT begin to talk; willing himself to channel his mind to 
resist them; telling himself that he still had a chance with his head 
and his feet. 

He tried to rise. But his head, instead of being a weapon, was now 
a target. 

It was a target for the heavy brass vase which Black Tunic swung 
with vicious fury. He saw it coming and he thought My name is Haig 
and I teach philosophy... . The vase struck blindingly. 

His knees buckled and he sprawled, unconscious, to the floor. 

Afterwards he was able to judge more or less how long he had 
been out. It was a considerable time. A lot of things happened to him 
during that period, and later he realized that sometime after he had 
been knocked cold he must have been heavily drugged. 

And not only with simple sedatives. 


Chapter 7 


NEVER THE TWAIN SHALL MEET 


The odor of incense was gone. Instead there was a vaguely 
medicinal smell, reminiscent of a doctor’s office. 

His upper eyelashes eased up a fraction of an inch, reluctantly. 
They felt as though they had been welded together with Instant Grip. 

He was no longer on the floor, no longer on a couch, no longer in 
the shabby room with the beaded curtain. There was no torture 
machine in front of him, and his four companions seemed to have 
abandoned him. 

His eyes widened slowly. Then he shut them very fast as the sharp, 
relentless pain shot across his forehead. He tried again. He had a 
headache to end all headaches, but this time he kept his eyes open. 

Nick sat up cautiously and gazed around him. He was in a modern 
office. A comfortable and well-equipped office. A doctor’s consulting 
room. 

He was propped up in a heavy red leather chair facing a long, 
bare-topped desk, and behind the desk was a slender, rather short man 
wearing opaque black sunglasses above hollow, yellow cheeks. He was 
completely bald and his face was as smooth as a baby’s. One long- 
fingered delicate hand held a gold cigarette; the other tapped softly, 
patiently on the bare top of the desk. 

This is it, Nick thought dazedly. Head man, Chief Torturer, the 
Boss. Second phase of the game. Sympathetic understanding, sweet 
reason, appeals to my intelligence, then back to the screwball 
machine. I’ve had it. 

Then he suddenly realized that he was fully dressed; dressed in the 
very clothes in which he had left his apartment in Berkeley and which 
he had last taken off in the bedroom of the delectable and dangerous 
girl who called herself Blossom Twin. The only thing missing was his 
glasses, and he felt them in his top pocket. And the only thing added 
was a bandage around his aching head. 

His eyes returned to the man behind the desk, the man behind the 
dark glasses. He could not see the eyes but he knew the man was 
watching him. With a curiously solicitous expression on his face. 

The man spoke. 

“Feeling better, Dr. Haig?” The Chinese voice was gentle. 

He would have nodded, except that his head felt as though it 
would fall off and roll across the floor. 

“T suppose so,” he mumbled uncertainly. His lips were dry and 


cracked and his brain seemed to be wallowing in mud. Why had he 
thought this man would be an enemy ... a torturer? Well, after all, 
what was he doing here if he wasn’t? 

The rather thin lips smiled, quite pleasantly. 

“No fracture,” said the man behind the desk, “but a rather severe 
concussion. Fortunately you seem to have great stamina. Still, you will 
have to take it easy for a while. You should take better care of 
yourself, Doctor.” 

The voice was sympathetic, silky-smooth. It could have come from 
the lips of a friendly family physician. 

Nick struggled to think clearly. He had expected the sympathy 
treatment. But somehow this sounded genuine. Or did it carry a veiled 
threat? 

“T don’t understand at all,” he said. “What happened, who you are 
—anything.” 

The smile faded but the voice stayed friendly. “Of course you are 
confused. But you will please forgive me if I do not explain too much. 
Let me just say that I am a doctor of medicine, that I fortunately have 
some influence in Chinatown. And that a certain young lady sent out a 
call for help.” 

“Police?” said Nick. 

“No, Dr. Haig.” The voice was just a little sharp. “The police do not 
enter into this. Chinatown takes care of its own affairs. I myself was 
able to be of service.” 

“Then I must thank you,” said Nick. His brain was beginning to 
function but there was still a nightmare somewhere in its depths. “I 
can’t think what it was all about, but it seems I am indebted to you.” 
Now comes the rabbit punch, he thought; now comes the removal of 
the mask. 

The man behind the desk lifted a well-manicured hand in a 
deprecatory gesture. 

“Please. No thanks are necessary. I am only too glad I was able to 
help. But Doctor, I must tell you that the Chinese quarter of San 
Francisco can sometimes be very dangerous. It has more than its share 
of sinister and evil men, and often they do things which are 
impossible to explain to—well, to an outsider. So far as I can see you 
were the victim of some terrible mistake. And you must also 
remember, Doctor, as one of your western poets once said—“East is 
East and West is West, and never the twain shall meet.” I do not agree 
with him altogether, but there are some areas into which ... um ... 
western angels should fear to tread.” He smiled again. “You 
understand?” 

“I believe I do,” said Nick, not at all sure that he did. 

“Good. You have had a most unfortunate experience, but it is over 


now and in a moment you will leave here and, I trust, forget all about 
the incident. I can assure you that the men who assaulted you will be 
punished, and severely, but you must leave that to me. As I said, 
Chinatown takes care of its own.” The yellow face hardened. “And far 
more effectively than the police. So rest assured that justice will be 
done. But please remember the importance of, shall we say, staying 
out of their way. I suggest that you put the whole matter out of your 
mind completely and spend a day or two in bed. It will do you good.” 

But not with Blossom, thought Nick, and watched with some 
foreboding as his host stood up and pulled a long silken cord that 
dangled near the desk. Now the delayed turnabout, now the return of 
the screwball machine... . 

“A taxi?” said the man behind the desk. “Or would you like to rest 
a little while longer before I send you on your way?” 

Send me on my—? Nick rose slowly to his feet, trying to hide his 
astonishment. 

“Neither, thanks,” he said. “A walk will do me good. Er... may I 
just ask you if—if the girl’s all right?” 

“Well enough,” the man said shortly. He tugged the cord again. 
“But remember what I said about East and West. And that we in 
Chinatown do not take kindly to outside interference. You will not 
pursue this matter, Dr. Haig. I should hate to be put in the position of 
calling you a liar. You see, if anyone asks me about this, I shall deny 
everything. And so will my assistant, whom you will be seeing in a 
moment.” His smile took the sting out of his words. 

“Well, if that’s the way you want it,” Nick said reluctantly. “But 
please let me thank you again—” 

Again the graceful wave of the delicate hand. 

“Don’t. Just forget about it, Doctor. All of it. Forget, forget, forget. 
It is very essential that you forget, you understand, Doctor?” 

This time Nick did understand. And something stirred uneasily in 
the sleeping, nightmarish part of his brain. 

Moments later a pretty, neatly dressed Eurasian girl was leading 
him down a long passageway, past a series of closed doors with 
neither names nor numbers. And then down another hallway and 
another, until he realized belatedly that she had doubled back in her 
tracks at least once or twice so that he could no longer be sure which 
direction he had come from. 

He shook his fuddled head and swore inside himself. It was time he 
pulled himself together. 

At last she opened one of the unmarked doors and led him down a 
short flight of steps into a lobby at the far side of which was a double 
door through whose dingy glass windows he could see the street 
outside. There was a directory on one of the walls, and he took a 


quick look at it as he passed. There were some names of individuals 
and firms listed, but none of them announced themselves as doctors. 
Most of the room numbers had no names against them. 

The girl opened the door slightly and Nick went out. She said 
nothing, he said nothing, and the glass door closed behind him. He 
looked up and read the words set into the concrete ledge above the 
door. They read: JADE BUILDING. 

He had seen it before in passing. He knew the street, he knew the 
area; he was in the heart of Chinatown. 

He walked away slowly, his mind churning. 

The next street, the one running parallel to this one and whose 
buildings backed on the ones he was passing, held the offices and 
storehouse of the Orient Import-Export Company. And the clean, 
medicinal smell of the nameless doctor’s office was the same odor he 
had sniffed that night when the bookcases had slid aside for that 
fleeting moment. 

He went on walking. It was early evening now, almost dark, and 
he began to calculate how long he had been out. Too long. Hours. All 
afternoon. His headache was indescribable. He thought of the 
blackjack. He thought of the brass vase. Of course he had a headache. 
But the kind of ache he had must come from something other than 
blows. He had been drugged. Possibly he had even been administered 
a truth serum while in a comatose state. But if he was sure of nothing 
else he was certain that he had not talked—not about AXE, not about 
his job. “I am Dr. Jason Nicholas Haig... .” No, he could not have 
talked. For one thing, his conditioning was armor against truth 
serums, even if not against Persuaders. For another, if whoever it was 
who had held him during those blank hours had learned the truth of 
his identity, he wouldn’t be toiling over the hilltop muffing things 
over in his aching head. He would very likely be encased in cement 
and sinking into the soft bottom of one of the estuaries of San 
Francisco Bay. 

But even if he had been comatose while they had given him truth 
serum he would have to have been at least semi-conscious for them to 
have questioned him. Maybe they hadn’t. But they must have, and 
they must have failed, or else why... ? He wrestled with the problem; 
went into a drugstore, bought aspirin, drank coffee. Blossom—the 
thugs—the mysterious doctor—how did they all tie up? And why? 
East, West baloney. They had doubted his identity; they had wanted 
information. And why couldn’t he remember what had happened to 
him between the brass vase and his awakening in the doctor’s office? 
Why had he been rescued? 

Forget, forget, forget ... it is very essential that you forget. Just 
forget about it, Doctor. Forget, forget, forget.... 


He left the drugstore and walked on, thinking. 

Some time later he was at Fisherman’s Wharf almost without 
knowing how he got there. He drank more coffee. Switched to Irish 
coffee after a while. Went outside and sat on a bench near the dock. 
Got up and stared sightlessly at the water and the lights. Thought he 
should go back to his rooms, concentrate, put his Yoga principles of 
meditation into practice in the solitude of his apartment; thought he’d 
better not. 

He breathed in great gulps of air and trained his thoughts on that 
dark spot in his mind. After a while the nightmare stirred like a 
sleeping animal and came to life. He willed himself to grapple with it. 

He sweated as he thought. But thank God for conditioning, for AXE 
training, for Yoga. 

Forget, forget, forget. ... He was remembering. 

Not much, but something. He had been questioned. Politely, but 
insistently, repeatedly, remorselessly. And he had answered, “I am Dr. 
Haig, until recently of Princeton....” 

And at last, “Very well, then, Dr. Haig. That is all. You will forget 
this, Dr. Haig. You do not know me, you have never seen me, you will 
not know me if we should ever meet. You were attacked; someone will 
help you. Forget about our meeting, Dr. Haig. Forget, forget, forget. 


But he had met his questioner again. Dr. No-name, kindly rescuer, 
called upon by Blossom for assistance. But why? How much did she 
know about all this, and what—oh, what the hell. Nick gave up and 
tore his gaze away from the ships’ lights. He would never find the 
answers to these questions by staring like a zombie into the darkening 
night. 

He stretched, yawned, got up, and headed for the cable car. If 
anyone had been following him they, would have seen a bewildered 
Dr. Jason Haig taking in fresh air before going back to his apartment. 

The man who was following him was very bored with Dr. Jason 
Nicholas Haig. He might have been less bored if he had known that 
Nick, after going in through the front entrance of his private-home- 
turned-apartment-house, had gone out through a side door into a 
garage and buried his head in a capacious tool cabinet. It contained, 
among other things, a two-way radio. 

Nick in his turn would have been interested in a conversation that 
had taken place while he was brooding in the night. 


“So, you fools. It is done. Now it is your turn to be dealt with. I 
shall not ask you why you overstepped yourselves. I shall only tell you 
that you did. Next time—if there is a next time—you will wait for 
specific orders, do you understand?” 


“But the woman said she had been given a signal—” 

“T have talked to the woman and I know exactly what she said. 
And to the girl. I know where the blame lies. With you! You were 
stupid. You are stupid. Mindless, crude, arrogant, treacherous!” 

“But we thought—” 

“You did not think! You made an error that might well have been 
disastrous. More than an error. It was criminally stupid—reckless, 
unnecessarily violent. Wrong! Now listen to me. You are not to be 
seen again. Even in your stupidity you must understand why. Because 
of it you have robbed me of four men. He must never see you again. 
You are useless now.” 

“Why? If you can make him forget you, you can make him forget 
us.” 

“Pah! You are even more of a fool than I thought. The disaster 
must be turned to good account. Of course he must remember 
something of what happened to him. And so will you. Yes, indeed, you 
will remember. And you will remember your punishment for a long, 
long time. For a long and painful time... .” 

A little while later the same voice spoke again, to someone else. 

“Regrettable though the whole thing was, it will be all right, I 
think. We will watch developments closely. You will, especially. At 
the same time we will proceed with the picture gambit. You have the 
pictures, do you? Let me see them. Hmm. Ha Aha. Disgusting. Very 
good indeed. Highly suitable. Perhaps we can redeem our loss.” 

Nick waited in the garage, sucking on a pipe he did not 
particularly enjoy and thinking longingly of a very brisk shower. It 
was a short wait; the AXE branch man had found the answers quickly. 

“N3?” the voice trickled through the earphones. “You’re right. The 
O.I.E. Company backs directly onto the Jade Building. Latter consists 
of perfectly respectable commercial enterprises, all different 
businesses although kind of cagey. They’re like that in Chinatown; 
don’t believe in advertising or sticking names on doors. But the 
building’s reputation is okay.” 

“Who owns it?” 

“Downtown Realty. All very sober and upright.” 

“Hell. Well, keep at it. Maybe you can still dig up something. 
Including list of tenants, please. And what about the police 
investigation of the O.I.E. robbery?” 

“Thief disappeared, clean as a whistle. Congratulations. Cops made 
every effort to search that office for a sliding panel behind the 
bookcase and like that, but couldn’t find it. Owner T. Wong Chen kept 
hovering about smiling graciously and getting in their way. And of 
course they had no excuse to start ripping the walls apart. Also, 
couldn’t be too obvious.” 


“T should hope not. What does T. Wong Chen look like, by the 
way?” 

“Er ... lemme see. Here. Ugly good-looking, it says here. Not bad 
for a bald-headed Chinaman. Slight, neat build. Good clothes. Smokes 
gold cigarettes. No hair on face or head. Hollowish cheeks, strong 
mouth. Always wears dark glasses.” 

“Tzzatso,” Nick said softly. “Well, how the hell about that....” 

“Beg pardon?” 

“Later, chum. Any chance of a watch on a house on Telegraph 
Hill?” 

“Not a hope in hell. Shorthanded as it is. People spread out all over 
the country. This thing’s nationwide, you know.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Now get me a tie-line through to the big bird, 
will you? And make it snappy—I think I’m expected somewhere else.” 

He talked to Hawk rapidly, succinctly, and after he had locked the 
radio into its fake battery shell he made his way toward his rooms. 

He knew at once, as he paused outside his door, that someone had 
gotten there ahead of him. The hairlike thread was gone, and there 
was a soft male voice coming from within. 

His own. 

The door creaked a little as he opened it and his tape-recorded 
voice stopped instantly. By the time he got to his living room in his 
long, quick strides his visitor was curled up, half-sleeping, in an 
overstuffed chair. 

Nick was not at all surprised to see that it was Blossom. 


Chapter 8 


DADDY’S LITTLE GIRL 


“Thank God!” she whispered. “At last. ’'ve been so worried—I 
thought something had gone wrong.” 

“It was my impression that it did,” Nick said dryly. “Or do visitors 
to your “pad” always end up with broken heads?” 

She scrambled up from the depths of the chair and reached a small 
hand out toward him. Her face was pale and stricken. 

“Oh, please, please! You must believe that I know nothing about 
what happened—why, who, anything. At least, I know now, a little 
bit, but I didn’t know then. Believe me—I’m so terribly sorry about 
everything. God knows it was a shock to me too.” 

Nick let his face soften a little and he propelled her gently back 
into the chair. 

“Of course it was. I think we both need a drink—and a little chat. 
Brandy?” 

She nodded, trembling behind her hands. 

“Tl just take a headache powder first, if you don’t mind, he said. 
“And this time I’ll make sure we won’t be interrupted. How did you 
get in, by the way?” 

“Landlady,” she said, in a small voice. “I said I was a student of 
yours.” 

“T think I can learn a thing or two from you. And I intend to, my 
dear Blossom.” 

He left her on that note and made a quick tour of his rooms, 
checking hiding places and double-locking the front door. From the 
bathroom medicine cabinet he took a special pill, Brand AXE, 
guaranteed to perk up a man’s mind and settle down his stomach. 
Then into the kitchen, to wash it down with a long, cold glass of milk 
and take out a tray of ice cubes. 

Moments later they sat facing each other in the living room, 
sipping brandy on the rocks. 

“All right, Blossom,” said Nick. “Let’s have the story. What’s it all 
about? How did I get into that mess, and how did I get out of it?” 

She took a deep breath and shook her lovely head. 

“T don’t know who they were. I don’t know why they beat you up. 
At first I didn’t understand anything at all, even though I—I did 
manage to get help. But late this afternoon, this ... this was slid under 
my door.” Her face was deadly pale as she opened her huge 
pocketbook and took out a long brown envelope. “Even then I couldn’t 


see how they’d gotten in. I—Id fainted, I suppose. But after I got this I 
looked again. And I found that there’s a sliding panel between my 
room and what used to be Cissy’s lounge. Not only a sliding panel. A 
sliding peephole too. It looks as though they used the peephole first. 
Brace yourself, Dr. Haig. You aren’t going to like this. I didn’t.” 

She handed him the envelope. He looked at her quizzically as he 
opened it. “A sliding panel,” he said flatly. “And you didn’t know 
about it. Did Cissy, do you suppose?” 

She shook her head, watching him remove the glossy prints from 
the envelope. “I shouldn’t think so. But my house was always owned 
by Chinese families, and the Chinese seem to have a thing about secret 
doors.” 

You can say that again, he thought, and stared at the pictures in 
his hand. And even though he was half-expecting what he saw, he was 
momentarily shaken. 

My God, is that the way it looked, he thought. 

Indescribably obscene. 

The first three showed him and Blossom in the course of love-play. 
The next three pictured, only too graphically, the convulsions leading 
to the end. He was a satyr, she a hungry nymph, and the two of them 
were ravaging each other. 

“The note,” said Blossom faintly. 

He reached again into the envelope and drew out a sheet of crude 
lined paper. The block letters on it read: “Show these to your doctor 
friend. The negatives are in our keeping. Both of you will hear from us 
again.” 

“T see,” said Nick, and stuffed both note and pictures back into the 
envelope. “Very interesting. Now suppose you tell me everything you 
know from start to finish.” He gave her back the envelope and waited. 

Her eyes widened. “But don’t you see this is some kind of 
blackmail scheme? Don’t you understand how serious, how horrible, 
this can be for you?” 

“And possibly for you,” he said. “But I don’t intend to be 
stampeded. I haven’t spent all my life behind the walls of ivy.” Yet he 
could well imagine how he might have felt if he had been Dr. Jason 
Nicholas Haig, and the thought of that sent other thoughts clicking 
through his mind. “So tell me everything,” he said. “Particularly about 
the man who rescued me, and how he managed it.” 

“T can’t!” she cried. “That’s nothing to do with this. I can’t explain 
to you how things are done in Chinatown. You're safe, aren’t you? 
You're alive! That part’s over; now we're faced with this. What are we 
going to do?” 

“We’re going to talk some sense,” said Nick. I'll take those pictures 
again, thank you.” He took the envelope from her limp fingers and 


thrust it into an inside pocket. “I don’t take to blackmail, whoever 
tries it on me. But I don’t mind trying a little myself. Let’s put it this 
way. Let’s say you don’t tell me what I ask you. I then take steps. 
Quite easy ones. The whole world knows pictures can be faked. I think 
the University authorities, for instance, would believe me if I said they 
were. If I had to. But before things came to that I could go straight to 
the police and say, Look, we’re all men of the world. See these 
pictures? I’m being blackmailed. And what if Berkeley fires me? I can 
always do research. Things blow over. Of course it’s a pity that your 
face is visible too. But that only means you’ll have to think of a way 
out for yourself, or tell me what I want to know.” 

“But you can’t mean you'll show these to the police,” she 
whispered. “With me in them? Would you do that to me? To my 
father, to my family? God, my father knows I have my—my visitors, 
my friends, but this would break him. He wants so badly to be proud 
of me. You wouldn’t do it!” 

“Oh, I would,” said Nick. “You think I’m hard on you? I’m sorry. 
But doctors of philosophy are not the spineless creatures you may 
think they are. And to go the police is certainly the best way out for 
both of us.” 

“Oh, no, no, it can’t be.” Her lips trembled with her voice. 
“Vengeful men—you don’t know them. And my father—oh, no.” 

“Very well, then,” said Nick, and rose. “You leave me no choice. 
Pll call them right now.” He stared down at her, his eyes hard. “I’m 
not asking much. Only that you tell me who helped me, why he did it, 
how he did it. It’s as simple as that.” 

“No, it isn’t, oh, no, it isn’t,” she whimpered. He saw then that her 
once-pale face was flushed and her eyes were bright. “Please try to 
understand... .” She gave a shuddering sigh and gazed up at him with 
parted lips. “Help me, help me!” 

At last, he thought. 

The powder was beginning to work. It wasn’t anything as powerful 
as her Oriental aphrodisiac or the truth serum sometimes employed by 
AXE, but it was all he had available and at least it usually had the 
effect of releasing inhibitions. 

He leaned over her, suddenly, and took her in his arms. 

“Blossom, please,” he whispered. “For your own sake, tell me. Tell 
me, and I’ll help you. Because I know you do need help.” He kissed 
her hair ... her eyes ... her lips. And then they clung together. 

At last he drew himself away. “Please,” he said again. “No secrets 
from me. You can trust me.” 

She looked up at him with limpid eyes. 

“Tt was my father,” she said hesitantly. “Doctor Twin. He—he has a 
certain influence in Chinatown. As soon as I came to and remembered 


”? 


what had happened I called him and begged him to find out what had 
happened to you. So he made inquiries, and he found out. Things are 
known in Chinatown, you see. So he had you released.” 

Nick raised his eyebrows at her. “Just like that?” 

“Just like that. Oh, it wasn’t quite that simple, but he did it. He 
will do anything for me. As long as he feels that—I’m still worth it. I 
couldn’t bear—” 

“But then he knows who those men are,” said Nick. “He even 
promised they’d be punished.” 

“Of course he knows. But he won’t tell me and he won’t tell you, 
no matter what we do.” 

“So I gathered,” Nick said. “But then he must know about the 
pictures, mustn’t he? He must even know enough so that the pictures 
don’t matter.” 

“No! He can’t. Don’t you see? They wouldn’t tell him that; they 
wouldn’t have this lever on us if they did. And they wouldn’t have 
sent me the pictures. There must be more of those men; there must be 
others that he didn’t find. And the ones he caught with you will never 
tell about the others. Never!” 

“Not unless you tell your father all about this,” Nick said grimly. 

“No!” she almost screamed, and shrank back in her chair. 

Oh, all right, then, he thought, and tried another approach. He 
looked at her for a long, slow time, and then said: “You are in trouble, 
Blossom. Tell me—how long have you been using the needle?” 

Her flushed face turned pale again and she gave a sudden gasp. He 
got up just as suddenly and put a hand on each of the straps holding 
up the bodice of her dress. Quite gently but very swiftly he stripped 
the dress down over her lovely shoulders. The twin, pear-shaped 
breasts stood out stark naked and inviting. 

He refused the invitation. His hands went under her armpits and 
caressed them. 

“My turn to undress you,” he said softly. “But when it was the 
other way around I saw the tiny punctures, Blossom. You’ve been on it 
for quite a long time, haven’t you?” 

Her lovely, luminous eyes flashed with fury. She drew back 
abruptly and the small pearl teeth were bared in a tight grimace of 
anger. Her delicate hands brushed his strong-fingered hands away and 
adjusted her dress. And then, just as suddenly as the fury had come, 
her mood changed. She drooped her head and sighed. 

“Too long,” she whispered. “Much too long. I didn’t want you to 
know. How could you be so damned observant! Are you an expert?” 

He shook his head. “Hardly. But not a babe in the woods, either, as 
I keep trying to convince you. It must be tough, Blossom. Tough to be 
in your shoes. I’ve seen youngsters go your way before. Too many of 


them. Seen them five it up; seen them disintegrate. Sometimes slowly, 
sometimes with an ugly crash. Like your friend Cissy Melford. She was 
a user, wasn’t she? Must have been. Or why else deliberately drive a 
high-powered car head-on into another? Eleven people dead, 
including herself and three small kids. What a way to go. I hope that 
you’re not some day going to do with that Lancia of yours what she 
did with that—what was it?—that Jaguar of hers. Or don’t you care?” 

She looked up at him then, her great luminous eyes suddenly dull 
and sick. Her voice trembled when she spoke. “Of course I do. Of 
course I care. But my father ... what am I to do?” 

“What about your father?” Nick said sharply. “Surely the eminent 
Dr. Twin isn’t supplying you himself?” 

“Oh, God, no!” she cried, with an abrupt little movement and an 
emphatic shake of the head. “He doesn’t even know about it. He must 
never know. Although how he can help finding out sooner or later, I 
don’t know. He needs to be proud of me—he wants to be—I told you 
that. He has this blind spot. But some day he’s going to see. If I could 
only get off the stuff before he does find out!” 

“T think I might be able to help you, Blossom,” Nick said slowly. 
“T’ve helped others before. But you’ve got to want to be helped and 
you’ve got to believe in me. Sometimes I do things a little differently 
from other people. You’re going to have to go along with me no 
matter what I do—all the way, or not at all. And I’m not talking about 
taking you to bed with me and performing some sort of esoteric sex 
cure. That’s not what I mean—” 

“T wish it were, I wish it were!” She was on her feet in one quick, 
graceful movement, and her arms went about his neck and her fingers 
begged his head to bend to hers. “I want you, I need you. Help me, 
please!” Then her lips were against his and she was kissing him with a 
desperation that was only partly sexual. “Oh, please, do help me,” she 
whispered again, and then her body ground against his. Now, 
suddenly, she was all sex, and her tongue was a little flame of fire. 
“Unfinished business,” she murmured in a muffled voice. “Do you not 
still want me?” 

“Remember why the business was unfinished?” Nick reminded 
softly. 

And just as suddenly as she had thrown herself into his arms, she 
stepped away from him and her hands flew to her face. 

“The pictures! What are we going to do?” 

“Forget about them for the time being,” Nick-said mildly. “You’re 
worrying about the least of your troubles. The chances are they’re all 
connected, anyway, so we might as well tackle the biggest of them 
first.” 

“Connected?” She stared at him in a way that interested him 


strangely . 

“Certainly. Reasonable, isn’t it? Have you never heard of pushers, 
for instance, being blackmailers as well?” 

“Oh.” She sat down suddenly. “May I have another drink?” 

He was glad to oblige, glad to slip another tiny dose of the tongue- 
loosener into her brandy. 

“About the pusher,” said Nick. “Where do you get your stuff? If I’m 
going to help you, that’s one of the things I have to know. Not only for 
your sake, but for the other kids too.” 

“T don’t—I can’t—here, there—you know.” She took a long draft of 
the brandy and stared down at the carpet. Her tongue seemed to be 
falling all over itself and the red spots on her cheeks were blazing. 
“One picks it up—uh, people—ah, on campus—” She stopped 
suddenly and took another sip. 

“A boy named Pio,” she said clearly. “Well, not really a boy. A 
young man, a Mexican, who hangs around the beatnik joints. I don’t 
know very much about him. Except that he calls his—his regulars 
once a week to tell us where he’s going to be. Cissy had his number; 
she could call him in between times if she wanted to. But I didn’t. I 
mean I don’t. I just wait for him to call.” 

“Once a week, you say. Does he call on any particular day?” 

“No. But whenever he calls he tells us where we can find him on 
the following Friday.” 

Friday. The magic day before the weekend. And the last few 
weekends had been chaos throughout the country. 

“And did Cissy see him last Friday?” he asked quietly. 

“Yes. Yes, we both did. So did quite a number of her friends.” Her 
voice was almost inaudible. “They won’t be seeing him again.” 

“T think I’d like to,” Nick said slowly. “Maybe he wouldn’t mind 
trying to hook a beatnik poet—me. Look, here’s what I want you to 
do. In a few minutes you’re going to go home and stay there. Wait for 
his call. When you get it, make an appointment to meet him and let 
me know at once.” He saw her eyes widening in alarm. “Don’t worry 
—you won’t be compromised. Wherever you meet him, I plan to be 
there. But I won’t attempt to make contact with you and he doesn’t 
even need to see me. I just want to get the feel of this thing before 
going any further.” 

“But it’s me you’re going to help,” she said in a cracked little voice. 
“What are you, a Narcotics agent in disguise? I mean, what’s looking 
at the pusher got to do with helping me?” 

“Let’s put it this way. Having cheap dope easily available isn’t 
going to help you kick the habit. Narcotics agent!” Nick laughed 
shortly. “Really, Blossom. I’m not trying to break up any dope rings— 
although I wish I could. But I’m going to try my damnedest, one way 


or another, to drive these pushers off the college campus and out of 
the places where kids gather. And if you’re not interested in helping 
me I can only think you don’t want to help yourself. Please, Blossom. 
Let us help each other.” He reached for her hand and kissed it 
tenderly. “Live. Don’t wind up like Cissy.” 

She sighed tremulously and clutched his hand as if it were a 
lifebelt. “All right. I'll tell you when he calls.” 

“Fine. That’s a start. Now is there anything else you can tell me 
that might help? For instance, do you have any idea where he gets his 
stuff? Or if he has any connection with Chinatown—perhaps with the 
same hoods who attacked me, or whoever took those pictures?” He 
was gazing directly into her eyes and he saw the sudden shadow that 
darkened them. She wrenched her hand away from his, and her voice 
was strangled when she spoke. 

“No, no,” she groaned. “He might have—he—you see, there’s— 
God, I don’t know, I don’t know!” Her head slumped forward onto her 
arm and her body heaved with silent sobs. 

Nick squinted at her thoughtfully. It was as if she did know 
something and was tempted to tell him. But that she didn’t dare. Or 
that some force was almost physically holding her back—a force that 
was struggling against the powder in her drink, and winning. 

But he knew that to question her further was useless, might even 
undo the little he’d achieved so far. 

“Relax, Blossom, relax,” he said softly. “Let’s forget about it all for 
a little while. ...” 


She wanted to spend the night but he refused her— politely, 
tenderly, but firmly. It was best, she agreed reluctantly, to be very 
discreet about meeting him. And she repeated her promise to get in 
touch with him the moment she heard from Pio. By the time she left 
she was calling him Nick, and she seemed to be completely captive to 
his charms. 

He wondered. He stripped down to the skin and spent a full hour 
doing the Yoga exercises which served to keep his body in its superb 
condition. Then he took a hot shower, broiled a steak, and thought. 

He had several leads to follow but his best bet at the moment was 
Blossom—and the pusher. If that fell through, there was always Dr. 
Twin to look into. Dr. Twin. Dr. T. Wong Chen. Of the Orient Import- 
Export Company. The man with the soft, hypnotic voice, and a drug- 
addicted daughter. 

Nick slept well that night. 

Wednesday came and went. He heard nothing from Blossom. No 
message came from whoever had taken those obscene pictures. He 
was not surprised. He wondered a little about Blossom’s silence and 


wished that he could have the time to keep a watch on her. And that 
he could explore the Jade Building. And her house. But he had other 
things to do, and one of them was to keep up his cover of Professor 
until he had to make a change. 

He arrived early at his lecture room on Thursday morning. So did 
Blossom. She smiled radiantly at him and said, “Good morning, Dr. 
Haig. I’m Blossom Twin. So sorry to have missed your first lecture. I 
won’t miss any more.” Then she looked around swiftly and when she 
spoke again her voice was low. “He called this morning. Fisherman’s 
Wharf tomorrow night at eight. A beat place called the Dirty Spoon. 
Do I see you alone before then?” 

He shook his head. “Better not. Afterwards. Remember, I’ll make 
no contact with you there. I’ll see you at your place, let’s say an hour 
after you leave.” He smiled a little grimly. “And try to have all sliding 
panels safely blocked, will you? [ll need to have a little peace and 
quiet to start you on your cure.” 

Her smile changed quality; became a little mocking. She seemed to 
have recovered all her lost composure. “And how do you intend to go 
about it? Sit me down and talk me out of it?” 

“Not at all. It’s a question of reconditioning certain reflexes. There 
are several possible techniques—hypnotism is one way. Have you ever 
tried it?” He shot the question at her quickly but with seeming 
casualness, and he saw the little start she gave before she shook her 
head. 

“No,” she said thinly, and stopped as voices drifted to them from 
the hall. 

By the time the first group of students wandered in Nick and 
Blossom were talking earnestly about Philosophy 3B. 

The room filled rapidly. Nick produced his best classroom manner 
and spoke to them with zest, as though his initial cool reception was 
forgotten. 

And, for some reason, antagonism was no longer heavy in the air. 
Deliberately, subtly, he created for himself the image of a radical 
political philosopher; calculatingly, craftily, he introduced outrageous 
concepts and way-out ideas. Toward the end of the hour hands were 
flagging at him briskly. Blossom’s was among them. She asked 
remarkably intelligent questions, so intelligent that Tad Bogan gave a 
hoot of laughter and yelled, “God, baby! You’re really on the ball 
today!” 

Blossom smiled modestly. Nick looked at her and thought, You 
ought to be, after listening to my note tapes. I hope they do you good. 


Chapter 9 


PIO THE PUSHER GETS PUSHED 


Friday evening, seven forty-five. Nick parked his rented car a 
hundred yards down from the neon sign above the Dirty Spoon, latest 
and most popular hangout for bearded beasts and stringy-haired girls 
and the people who preyed upon them. The car he had chosen was 
short on looks but long on engine power, which was exactly the 
combination he wanted. 

He got out and strolled around the block, feeling like a fool and 
working hard at thinking himself into his part. It wasn’t easy. He was 
wearing a black turtleneck sweater and a pair of white chinos with 
trouser legs so narrow they clung to his legs like a ballet dancer’s 
tights; his bare feet were thrust into a pair of thonged sandals and the 
lower part of his face was hidden by a scraggly false beard. He had 
rebelled at a wig but his hair was a mess and he wore a gold ring in 
one ear. Altogether he looked about as unlike himself as he had ever 
looked. To top the whole thing off he had sprayed some essence of 
Cannabis Indica over the sweater so that he would smell like an 
habitual smoker of marijuana. All he needed was a set of bongo drums 
to make it perfect. 

Instead he had the stripped-down Luger, Wilhelmina, in a snug 
holster at his waist beneath the baggy sweater. Hugo was sheathed 
inches above his right wrist. And Pierre, with several of his nearest 
relatives, nestled in a waistband pocket. 

Nick rounded a corner and saw the Lancia. He was glad she was 
using it tonight—it would make things easier. 

He went back the way he had come and slouched into the place 
looking like something that had invented itself and done a pretty poor 
job of it. The rest of the customers looked even worse, but they—and 
he—matched the sleazy place. The Dirty Spoon was aptly named. It 
was grubby and it smelled. So did the people in it. 

At first, peering through the smoke-filled room, he failed to 
recognize her. All the customers looked weird. Then he saw her 
striking face in a curious setting. 

She was sitting several tables from the door, alone, and her hair 
had been done in a sort of wild Cleopatra cut with long bangs combed 
over her brow. She wore a plaid scarf across her shoulders and her 
midriff was bare above an abbreviated white pleated skirt. White 
makeup stood out starkly beneath her darkly gleaming hair and her 
dainty feet were shod in high, black-polished boots that reached well 


above her knees. She was a symphony in black and white, a real sick- 
looking kid like nearly all the rest. 

The place was jumping and a bearded poet was trying to read his 
verses aloud above the din of a pair of banjos and a guitar. There were 
a couple of aproned youths around who looked as though they might 
be waiters and a stringy woman who was going through the motions 
of being a hostess, but they were too busy with their friends to even 
look at Nick. He found himself a space on a wooden bench and looked 
around the room. He saw three faces, besides Blossom’s, that he 
recognized from his class. 

His eyes went back to her as he pulled a roughly rolled cigarette 
from his pocket and lit up. She was peering about her, searching, 
hunting, maybe for Pio, or maybe for the Nick Haig he was damn sure 
she would never recognize. 

As he watched, a young man with a boy’s face and an old man’s 
eyes approached her and sat down on the bench beside her. She 
greeted him, and even as she did so her eyes flashed around the room, 
still looking. Pio? Maybe. For a moment Nick wondered if she really 
would give the signal. 

Then she did. Through the haze of smoke, thick as a cloud, he saw 
her hand lifting to her forehead to toss her hair back. 

Blossom had made her contact. 

Nick waited for a few minutes, making a pretense of trying to flag 
down a waiter but watching Blossom and her friend from the corner of 
his eye. The boy-man, dark and Mexican, was listening to Blossom and 
trying hard not to stare around the grimy room. He said something, 
short and sharp. Blossom spoke again. The boy-man frowned and 
looked up at two muscular men in corduroy and leather who were 
lounging at a nearby table. He shrugged at them. They glowered back. 
Blossom talked again and started to rise. 

That was enough for Nick. He was on his feet and halfway to the 
door before Pio rose with her, and through the door long before they 
reached it. But his shambling, loping stride did not look hurried, and 
again no one glanced at him as he passed by. 

Once in the street he made for his rented car in the gliding gait 
that looked so casual and yet ate up the yards with easy speed. Not 
before he reached his car did Blossom and the boy-man emerge from 
the Dirty Spoon. Nick slid behind the wheel and slumped down low, 
watching. Blossom looked around hesitantly and then took her 
companion’s arm. The two of them headed slowly in the direction of 
the Lancia. After a moment the two muscular men in leather and 
corduroy came out and stood talking on the sidewalk with studied 
casualness. To Nick it was obvious that they were watching to see if 
anyone would follow Blossom and her friend. 


They were going to be disappointed. 

He backed up into the cross street, went forward a block, made 
two quick rights and saw the Lancia in its parking place a couple of 
hundred yards ahead of him. Blossom and her friend were climbing 
into it. He passed them, averting his bearded face in case it looked 
familiar to them, and tooled along at a fraction under the speed limit 
until she caught up and passed him. From half a block behind her he 
saw the left turn that she made, and now he was just about positive 
that she was heading for home. 

Fine! She was going at speed but she wasn’t breaking any records. 
And there was a quicker way. 

Nick shot past the block she had turned into and took a left three 
streets away. He picked up speed. The streets were narrow here but 
traffic was sparse and stoplights few. Blossom would have to drive like 
a bat out of hell to keep ahead of him. 

The rented car responded superbly to his touch. 


The house high up on Telegraph Hill was shrouded in darkness; the 
Lancia was not yet there. Nick circled around quickly and parked his 
own car more than a block away. The Lancia was still not there when 
he got back to the house, and a quick but piercing glance up and 
down the street showed no loiterers who might be watching for him. 
He glided, shadowlike, through the tiny garden, senses so alert they 
were tingling. 

But there wasn’t anybody waiting for him. Not yet. 

The front door was child’s play to open. He closed and locked it 
silently behind him, pausing in the hallway for a full two minutes 
before his ears and sixth sense convinced him that he was alone in the 
house. Then he headed straight for the stairway and padded up the 
stairs to Blossom’s bedroom. His pencil flashlight probed the room; his 
fingertips raked along the walls. 

At first he found nothing. He could almost hear the minutes ticking 
away. Blossom and her buddy should be here any minute. In fact, why 
weren’t they here right now? He didn’t want them there just yet but 
he wondered what was taking them so long. 

And then, behind the silk screen, he found a section of wall that 
seemed much less solid than the rest. After that it was only a matter of 
seconds before the panel slid back and he was flashing the thin beam 
into a tiny room. There was only time for him to see the bare table 
and chair and the heavy steel filing cabinet near the table; and then 
the Lancia roared in the night and growled into silence at the curb 
outside. He swore softly and tugged at the drawers in the cabinet 
Their locks were bank-vault solid. 

Footsteps came up the path. 


Nick stepped quickly out of the strange little room and slid the 
panel back into place. Downstairs, the footsteps stopped outside the 
front door and Blossom’s quaintly accented voice was saying 
something and a key was clinking. 

Nick padded across her room and flung himself downstairs with 
silent speed. He knew where he was heading, thank God, or they 
would have caught him. 

He dived into the small coat closet underneath the stairs and 
pulled its door toward him, almost shut. The front door opened and 
light blazed. The boy-man came in after Blossom and locked the door 
behind him. 

Blossom laughed. “Silly! What are you afraid of? He is only one 
man. Anyway, he is not due here for an hour yet. Chin Fu and Lin will 
be here long before that. Relax, Pio. He’ll be taken care of, don’t you 
worry.” 

“Yeah. Mebbe. But I like to know why you couldn’ point him out to 
me. Then I finger him for Pete and Marco, feel much better. Why you 
not see him?” 

“How should I know? Maybe he was disguised as the hostess. 
Maybe he wasn’t there at all, decided not to show. Or maybe he sent 
someone in his place. Like a plainclothes cop, for instance.” 

“Wha’! Cop! Dios, then you put me in the shit! I tell you, this 
whole thing crazy. I not like at all. What if cop come here?” 

Blossom laughed. “What if? The police have nothing on us. Your 
record’s clean; mine’s even cleaner. And they’ll find nothing in this 
house—we’ll put that package of yours in the secret room until 
they’ve gone. If they come. As for you, you’re just my friend, aren’t 
you? I can have all the visitors I like.” 

They were in the living room now and glasses were clinking. 

“Gahdamn, I still not like. Even leaving with you, that was mistake 
for me. Say if that professor fella was there, not a cop, then maybe he 
figure I come with you to gang up on him.” 

“Oh, stop it, Pio. Here—drink, be a little merry. I told him I was 
going to leave with you and shake you off as soon as you had made 
the push. Come on now; sit next to me, drink up. What we’re going to 
do is this... .” Her voice dropped a little and Nick cautiously pushed 
open the closet door. 

“When Chin Fu and Lin get here,” Blossom was saying, “you’ll all 
get out of sight. Pll let that preacher-teacher in when he gets here and 
offer him a little potent medicine, like to loosen his resistance. Then 
we talk. I give him a line of business. Say that I have information to 
turn over to the proper authorities, and could he please help me. I'll 
be so sincere. If he’s with Narcotics or the F.B.I, you can bet your life 
I'll have him whipping out identification before the evening’s over. 


Then you pounce, all three of you. I’ll have him curling at the knees 
by then, so he’ll be a pushover. And if it turns out he is just a do- 
gooder of a square, then we go through with the picture gambit.” 

“What you mean, pitcher gamble?” 

“Never mind. That’s not your department. But this is... .” 

There was a little silence, then a sigh, then more silence. Nick took 
time out to reflect that Blossom’s voice had lost its Chinese charm and 
had taken on strong overtones of beatnik plus the harshest kind of 
brass. Then he thought of something else and reached into the 
waistband pocket beneath the baggy sweater and fished out three 
small items. One was a pencil stub, one a tiny notebook, and the other 
a small round metal ball that went by the name of Pepito—first cousin 
to Pierre. 

He scribbled a quick note, still listening to the small sounds that 
drifted from the living room. 

“Doll ... beautiful doll. Aaahh! But is no time, Blossom baby. Soon 
come people... .” 

“Just a little, Pio, just a little,” Blossom whispered. “There’s time 
for that. Closer... . More. Let me feel you.” Silence again, except for 
their loud breathing. “Ah, yes ... yes ... yes... please ... yes!” Gasps 
from both. 

Nick sidled from his hiding place and glided to the living-room 
door. Blossom and Pio were clinging and writhing together on the 
low, silk-covered couch, and their hands were hidden in the folds of 
each other’s clothes. For the moment they were oblivious to 
everything but the sudden upsurge of animal desire. Nick took a deep 
breath and gave Pepito a vigorous twist. In a way it was a pity that he 
had to do it like this, but with company coming he didn’t have much 
choice. He stooped and rolled the little metal ball far into the room 
and watched it stop just beyond the couch. Blossom and Pio were 
much too busy to notice. So busy that they did not even see him flit 
past the open doorway and leave his note halfway under the front 
door. It read: “What happened, Blossom? Came here as agreed—no 
answer. Please call soonest. J.N.H.” 

He tiptoed back to the living-room door. Pio was yawning. 

“Too strong, that love-drink of yours, Blossom baby. Makes me 
kinda drowsy. Hey! Sweedie-pie! Whassamadder you gone sleep 
already?” 

“Pio... .” Blossom yawned hugely and slumped back on the couch. 

“Say, Pussycat—!” Pio fell on top of her. 

Pepito’s potent sleeping gas had done its work. 

Still holding his breath, Nick closed the door on them. Now maybe 
with a little luck he could finish his exploring. 

He went first to the kitchen, unlatched the back door and looked 


out. There was a ratty little garden leading to an alley and there was 
nobody about. So far so good. He left the door open and ran back into 
the hallway and up the stairs to Blossom’s bedroom. His fingers and 
the pencil flash were probing for the sliding panel when he heard the 
car outside. It stopped. Pause. A door slammed. The car drove away. 
Footsteps approached the house. 

Goddamn! he thought savagely, and raced back down the stairs. 
He flung the living-room door open and peeled Pio, open fly and all, 
off Blossom’s sleeping form; and the doorbell rang twice, sharply. 

Pio fell across Nick’s shoulders like a sack of flour. Luckily he was 
light, but he was an awkward burden. Nick hoisted him up and made 
rapidly for the back door. The bell rang again. 

Nick sped across the kitchen. Something rattled at the front door. 
Then he was outside, closing the door as quiedy as possible, clutching 
Pio, running like a hare with a tortoise on its back across the scraggly 
back yard toward the alley. 

And ran full-tilt into the enormous man who was strolling toward 
him from around the corner. 

They went down together in a tangled, winded heap, Pio on top of 
Nick and Nick on top of the unwelcome stranger. The man gave a 
belch of sound and his glazed eyes stared at Nick. 

Nick stared back. This one was no stranger. This man he had seen 
before, in Blossom’s room. He struck out wildly, still half-dazed and 
winded, and the side of his hand chopped hard against the straining 
throat. His blows seemed to bounce back at him; the man was lashing 
out at him with one enormous hand and reaching inside his jacket 
with the other. Nick flung Pio aside and gave an abrupt flick of his 
own wrist. Hugo slid into his hand and struck deep into the fleshy 
neck—and then ripped sideways as the fellow started a scream. 

The scream never came. Nick sheathed Hugo as the body dropped. 
Pio was on his shoulders before the dying form was still. 

Nick ran. Pio was a drag, a millstone, but without him the evening 
was a total loss. Well, almost. Blossom had given away a helpful hint 
or two. 

He stumbled and paused for a second to hitch Pio up. Saw an 
elderly couple walking toward him, taking in the night air and looking 
at him curiously. 

“You drunken crumb,” Nick said to Pio bitterly. “Why do I always 
have to carry you home? Bastard! I ought to dump you here.” Instead 
of that he pulled Pio’s arm over his shoulder and tottered off with 
him. The couple watched and clucked their tongues. 

Nick turned a corner, away from his parked car, and listened for 
the sounds of pursuit. So much for leaving clever notes, he was 
thinking sourly. On top of it I have to leave a dead man for a calling 


card. 

Dr. Haig, my friend, you’re through. 

And yet, so far as he could see, no one was after him. Maybe They 
were so used to seeing Blossom in that condition that they hadn’t 
caught on yet. 

Pio was getting heavy. Nick dumped him in a shadowy driveway 
and raced back to his car. If they were after him he wouldn’t have a 
chance so long as he was lugging that deadweight. 

He zoomed around the block and fell into a casual stroll as he 
neared the place where he had parked. There was no one near the car. 
But, a block ahead of him, he could see light spilling from Blossom’s 
open door, and the man who was running down her walk had his 
fingers in his mouth to emit a piercing whistle that Nick could hear 
even as he got behind the wheel. He backed up, shifted forward, and 
turned the corner toward Pio. Then he heard the shout. 

But they were too late. He had stopped, thrust Pio into the back 
seat, and taken off again by the time the car wheels squealed behind 
him. 

He swerved down a side street and zigzagged his way downhill. 
For the first few minutes he could hear them hot behind him. Then he 
made a sharp, deceptive turn uphill, gathered speed, turned again, 
and lost them altogether. 


“Tt’s a rough life, Pio ol’ buddy,” Nick said sympathetically. “And 
let’s face it—it won’t get any better. But take your time. Rest a while. 
I'll do the same. Don’t worry, that leaky faucet isn’t going to bother 
me. I can sleep through anything. Hope you can, too.” 

He kicked off his sandals as he talked and stripped down to his 
underwear. Pio wagged his head and snarled. His boyish face was pale 
and strained. And wet. 

“What if I yell?” he grated. “If people come, what you going to 
say?” 

“Oh, don’t let that bother you,” Nick said cheerfully. “The walls 
are thick in old buildings like these. And I don’t suppose anyone’ll be 
very surprised to hear screams in the night. They must be quite 
frequent around here.” He lay down on the bed. It was a fleabag of a 
hotel room but it was ideal for his purpose. He had made sure of that 
when he had rented it the day before and stashed away the length of 
hose that now led from the faucet to a point several inches above Pio’s 
head. 

Pio was stark naked but for the cords that held him stretched out 
on the floor, his arms tied to a radiator pipe and his legs securely 
fastened to one of the iron legs of the antiquated but sturdy bed. 
There was a viselike contraption around his head that was also 


attached to the radiator, a simple but effective little device that Nick 
had prepared in his garage. It kept Pio’s head almost absolutely still. 

“Nighty-night,” Nick said cheerfully. “Let me know when you’re 
ready to tell me where you get the stuff. I’ve got time.” He wasn’t sure 
how much he had, but he had more than Pio. Anyway, he could use a 
nap. 

“Fuck you,” said Pio coarsely. 

“Not a chance,” said Nick. He gave one last look at the 
arrangements he had made for Pio and saw that everything was going 
nicely. Then he turned the light out and lay back on the bed, staring 
into the Stygian blackness of the room and plotting out his next move. 
After a while he gave that up; it would depend largely on what Pio 
said. And Pio wasn’t quite ready to sing. 

Plop ... plop ... plop ... plop. The rhythmic sound seemed loud in 
the still dark room. 

Minutes stretched into an hour. Two hours. Nick dozed. 

Pio stirred and moaned. He began to mumble to himself. Nick let 
him mumble. The words were no more than filthy ravings, useless to 
him except as a sign that Pio was beginning, slowly, to disintegrate. 

Another hour passed. Intermittent silence, moans, obscene curses. 
Then Pio began to count in a singsong voice. “One and two and three 
and four and five and six and seven and eight and nine and ten add 
one and two and three and four... .” Ten minutes of that, a sigh, and 
silence. 

Nick got up quietly and made his way carefully through the 
darkness to the chipped sink. Deliberately, he changed the rhythm of 
the dripping faucet so that it was slower, irregular and unpredictable. 
But inexorable. He listened to the new sound. Plop... plip ... plop- 
plop. 

Plip. 

Pio moaned as the droplets struck his forehead. 

Plop, plop. 

Chinese water torture, a la Carter. 

Pio screamed thinly. Again, in higher pitch. 

“Shall I tape your mouth?” Nick said helpfully. “Or perhaps I can 
stitch it together until you’re ready to talk.” 

“Turn the fugging thing off. Turn it off! Don’t even know the man’s 
name I get it from—nothing to tell you, stinkin’ bastard. Stop it, stop 
it, stop it—!” His voice rose higher and higher. 

“Stitch your mouth,” Nick said warningly. “Very painful. And 
likely to cause a very nasty infection. At least, the way I plan to do it.” 

He slid the bedside drawer open and took something out. Scissors 
snapped viciously in the darkness. Pio sucked in his breath. The water 
went on dripping. 


Nick pulled the light cord suddenly and flooded the room with 
brilliance. In one quick bound he was at Pio’s side. Pio blinked in the 
unexpected brightness, focused at last on Nick, and whimpered like a 
terrified animal. 

Hugo was jabbing down at his quivering lips, held firmly in Nick’s 
left hand. In his right Nick held a long, thick needle, threaded with 
coarse nylon. 

“This won’t stop the dripping, you understand,” Nick said 
conversationally. “Just your mouth, until you’re ready to talk.” 

“No, no, no, no, no!” Pio whispered, his eyes wild. “Don’t do that 
to me—don’t!” 

“Then lie still like a good boy. One more of those loud squeals out 
of you and—” Hugo’s icepick point bit deep into Pio’s upper lip. 

Pio sucked in his breath and closed his eyes. 

“But I ain’ gonna tell you nothin’,” he whispered. 

“Then you'll lie there till doomsday,” Nick said quietly. “I'll eat, 
sleep, drink, do whatever I have to do. Not you. No one’s going to 
come here. No one’s going to find you. Oh, I’ll feed you once in a 
while, don’t worry. Just enough to keep you alive and lie there in your 
own crap until you’ve got a hole in your head from that dripping 
water. Have fun.” 

He plunged the room into darkness just as suddenly as he had lit it. 

The water went on dripping. 

Pio held out for another two hours. Then he began to mutter 
unintelligibly. At last the babbling sounds formed words. 

“Stop it now, stop it now, cut it out now. Lemme out of here!” 

Nick said nothing. Even his breathing was inaudible. 

“Lissen t’me, willya? Lissen!” 

Nick listened but said nothing. 

“Hey, you! Hey? Are you there? Where are you, sonuvabitch?” 

Nick was silent. 

“Oh, Christ, oh Christ, oh Chrisochrisochris... !” Pio started to sob. 

Nick let him cry. And when the mumbling sounds began again they 
were the ravings of a man on the edge of madness. 

He pulled on the light. 

“Ready, Pio?” he asked coldly. 

Pio’s eyes were burning sockets in his ravaged face. He stared at 
Nick as though he had never seen him before. It was a long, silent 
moment before intelligence flickered. 

“Tl talk,” he croaked. “Turn off the water, then I'll talk.” 

“No. It’s going to be the other way around, Pio. First you talk, then 
I turn off the water. So talk fast. Nice and quiet, but fast.” 

“Oh, God, you—!” Fear, rage, hatred, desperation, chased each 
other across Pio’s eyes. His body writhed and his head strained 


frantically against the vise. When he spoke he produced a string of 
Mexican epithets so incredibly filthy that they made Nick blink. 

“You’re not ready yet, are you, Pio?” he said sadly, and his hand 
reached for the lightpull. Pio’s whole frame convulsed. 

“Tl talk, I told you! Lissena me, you. Lissen... .” 

Pio was ready. His words vomited out like liquid filth gushing from 
a bursting sewer. 


Chapter 10 


SURPRISE, SURPRISE! 


Nick left him where he was. In the cool light of early morning he 
tiptoed past the drowsing clerk in that fleabag hotel, headed for his 
rented car, and drove several blocks to a quiet downtown street where 
he parked the car and abandoned it. But first he made several changes 
in his appearance, as befitting a man whose unused room awaited him 
at the Palace Hotel some litde distance away, and called the police 
from a sidewalk booth. Some time within the next hour or so they 
would pick up a besotted pusher named Pio at the fleabag, and on him 
they would find the various tools of his illegal trade. What Pio would 
tell them about the water torture Nick couldn’t guess and didn’t care. 
He had a new lead to follow, one that— surprisingly—would take him 
many miles away from San Francisco and its Chinatown. 

Arnold Argo. Tumbleweed Casino-Hotel, Las Vegas. 

Nick spent an hour in the other hotel room he had rented while 
making his preparations to meet Pio. The Palace had a luxurious 
shower, and he used it lavishly. After a quick breakfast and another 
change of clothes he went down to the Palace garage and called for 
his own personal car, re-parked there from its space at the Mark 
Hopkins at his radioed request by the man from Editing. In it he 
would find all the items that he needed for his new cover identity. 

Jimmy “The Horse” Genelli, late of Chicago and even more lately 
of the federal pen. 

For a number of reasons, all of which seemed good to him at the 
time, Nick had decided not to adopt his new cover until he was well 
out of the city. Genelli would be born somewhere along the way, 
preferably heading south or west toward Vegas rather than east from 
Frisco. 

This is why he was seen and recognized as he pulled out of the 
Palace garage and slid into the stream of traffic. It shouldn’t have 
happened; the laws of chance were against it. But happen it did. 

Nick was tired but exhilarated as he sat behind the wheel of his 
custom-built car, a silver streak that didn’t look quite like the twelve- 
cylinder Lamborghini 350GT that it was, but that gave him all the 
power any man can ask of something on four wheels. It was while he 
was waiting for a traffic light to change that a man named Tu Ying 
stepped out of a drugstore and stopped to gape at him. Nick didn’t see 
him; wouldn’t have recognized him if he had. But this man had hit 
him from behind in Blossom’s bedroom; this man knew him. 


The light changed. Nick pulled away. 

Tu Ying’s startled gaze took in the sweeping lines of the silver 
speed demon and made a quick note of the license plate. 

Nick drove on, oblivious, still yawning a little after his interrupted 
night. 


The not-quite-Lamborghini was a silver streak flashing through the 
morning, graceful as a panther but infinitely faster as it sped down 
into the San Joaquin Valley toward Bakersfield. 

Nick was talking as he drove. “Relay to Hawk,” he said into the 
tiny, ultra-sensitive mike concealed among the dazzling array of dials 
on the dashboard. “Destination, Tumbleweed, Las Vegas. Club owner, 
name of Arnold Argo. See what you can find on him. Pio the singing 
Pusher says he gets his drugs from him. Says he’s the head of a 
national drug syndicate specializing in supplying dope to be peddled 
to university and college students. Maybe to other buyers too, he 
thinks, but he isn’t sure.” 

Nick paused to light himself a cigarette and think back over Pio’s 
song. His rearview mirror told him that there was nothing following 
him. Nothing could follow him; he was pretty sure of that. Not that 
anyone had seen him leave. He thought. 

“Anyway,” he went on, “Pio’s orders from Argo are to sell only to 
students, and sell cheap. He gave me a list of the prices he’s supposed 
to sell for, and they’re way below the black-market value of the drugs 
involved, see? Once he asked Argo why he shouldn’t push the prices 
to the limit. Says Argo blew his lid and threatened to bump Pio if he 
ever heard word of him doing that. Pio gets paid according to the 
quantity he dumps, not according to prices. He got the idea that Argo 
gets the same kind of deal from whoever is supplying him. But he 
doesn’t know where the stuff comes from originally. He thinks Mexico. 
He himself gets it direct from Argo, and so, he says, do other pushers. 
Claims he once recognized a pusher from New York, and last week he 
saw a fellow he says came in from High City, South Carolina. 
Remember the riot in High City? Hawk will, I know. Also says that 
lately, last three weeks, he’s been getting three times as much as 
usual. And pushing it. I saw the lot he had this week. Poured most of 
it down the drain, but it was enough to choke a horse.” 

Nick paused again. There wasn’t much else. Pio had strenuously 
denied having had more than a fleeting acquaintance with Cissy 
Melford; said he hadn’t even known that she’d shared the house with 
Blossom. He knew there was a secret room in Blossom’s house, but he 
had never seen it and didn’t know what was in it. He had met 
Blossom, quite by accident, in one of the Wharf hangouts. She had 
given him hot pants, and vice versa, but other than the fact that she 


was a sexy addict he didn’t know a thing about her. Nick had worked 
him over long and mercilessly, but he knew when Pio was drained 
dry. 

“One more thing,” he said, remembering. “Argo always told him 
what dive he was supposed to go to. And Blossom Twin would always 
be there. He said he never called her to tell her where he’d be. That’s 
the story, and that’s all of it.” 

There was a low whistle from the two-way radio. 

“Christ, buddy, that’s a heap. You think you’re doing the right 
thing, chasing off to Vegas? Looks like your lead’s with Blossom.” 

Nick was silent for a moment. He’d wondered the same thing 
himself. 

“Maybe not,” he said at last. “But after my last encounter with her 
and her yellow pals they’re going to double-lock and guard every 
place I try to get into. Her place, the O.I.E. Company, probably even 
the Jade Building. Look—put a top priority message through to Hawk 
in Washington. Ask him—beg him—to get me some help in San 
Francisco. Get those places searched, if you can. Staked out. I’ve got to 
follow up this Argo thing—it’s my best link so far with the drug sales 
to the students. Figure it: A pusher who operates at Berkeley, a pusher 
from New York, a pusher from High City, all getting cut-rate drugs 
from Argo. Oh, yes! One last thing. Pio confirms that he always makes 
his sales on Fridays. Argo’s orders, no explanation given. But they 
were timed for the weekend hi-jinks, I assume.” 

This time there was silence from the other end. Then: “T’ll get right 
through to Hawk. But if he bites at all it’s going to take time to get 
operatives off their assignments. We’re not the FBI, you know. We 
don’t have unlimited—” 

“T know that, I know that! Me, I’ve only got three hands myself.” 

“Okay, keep your hair on. But—you’re telling me about these 
pushers? I guess you’ve been too busy to tune in to the news. It’s 
Saturday, remember. Day after Friday. Turn on your other radio when 
we're through. A student peace meeting last night in Des Moines ends 
up in war. A march two hours ago in Lexington. Eight dead. A sit-in-at 
Savannah, now a lie-in—they’re lying in blood. That’s all so far. But 
AXE is pretty busy. Oh, by the way. No trouble in L.A. or San 
Francisco. But tune in when you get time. You'll get the picture why 
Hawk’s got no men to spare.” 

Nick got the picture then and there. And when he signed off and 
tuned in to the regular car radio he got even more of it. 

He cursed softly and drove on. Involuntarily, he picked up speed. 
The sooner he got this Argo business out of his system the better it 
would be all around. And he would have to work alone in Vegas, as in 
San Francisco. It wasn’t that he minded; he liked to. work alone. And 


he was sure that his track was the right one, rather than in Des Moines 
or Lexington or New York or High City. But for the first time in many 
months, maybe even in years, he wondered if he hadn’t bitten off a bit 
more than he could chew. 

He flashed past Bakersfield and stopped for coffee on the other 
side. Then he left U.S. Route 99 and swung east on 466 to pick up the 
long, semi-circular sweep through desert country which would take 
him through Barstow and on up across the Nevada line. Somewhere 
along there he would make his detour and his change. 

He thought. And what he thought was that everything he had 
learned backed up Hawk’s belief—and his own— that there was 
something far more sinister behind the activities of the syndicate than 
mere profit. Argo could make profit out of high-price sales. And yet he 
chose not to. His profits came from somewhere else. From his own 
source of drugs. And there was something else. Something so vague 
and nebulous that he had not felt justified in translating for the 
AXEman on radio duty. Pio himself had been hesitant, vague, 
genuinely puzzled. He was sure of that. Pio had said, “I don’t know, 
man, I don’t know. But there’s something special about that stuff, 
something different about the H and Maryjane for the kids. I don’ 
know what it is. But I’m not suppose’ to give them to anyone else 
under absolutely no circumstances, and I tell you, man, it does 
something to them, like I never seen before.” 

The Lamborghini was doing an easy ninety. 

Something special about that stuff. There sure as hell was. And 
something special about the setup. Something like a vicious plan to 
undermine the moral structure of the youth of the nation. More than 
that, maybe. Exactly what was happening, what could come out of it? 
Nick chewed it over in his mind. Subversion, by means of drugs and 
something else, of honest protest marches and demonstrations. Police 
action. Next, federal intervention. Government retaliation against 
protesting youth. People of the U.S. baffled, government stymied, the 
outside world outraged. The U.S. weakened and its policies 
discredited. The whole picture was one of deliberate distortion. 

By whom? 

There could be only one logical force behind so insidious a plot. 
Only one. 

Maybe the force itself could not be stopped. But at least there was 
a possibility of cutting the liaison between the force and the 
destructive work they were doing in this country. 

The helicopter picked Nick up just as he was crossing the state 
line. 

It passed a hundred feet overhead and then slowed and hovered 
until he was again beneath it. Nick glanced up at it. In the short time 


he had had his special Lamborghini he had become accustomed to 
having strangers stop and gape. But this was the first time the pilot of 
a helicopter had shown any interest. He didn’t like it at all. 

The top was down and as he looked up he could see the man next 
to the pilot. The man, his face obscured behind huge yellow-tinted 
goggles, waved imperiously and then pointed. The ‘copter suddenly 
dropped down some fifty feet and the man leaned far out and 
gestured. 

They wanted him to pull over and stop. 

Nick didn’t want to. Their craft was unmarked and he didn’t like 
their faces. 

Nick’s foot pressed down slightly on the throttle. The tachometer 
indicator jumped wildly and the speedometer needle leaped toward 
the 100 mark. He knew what the Lamborghini could do. Now would 
be her chance to prove it. 

The landscape sped by on either side of him. 

The ‘copter moved out fast. A moment later there was a blast from 
a high-powered rifle. Nick could see the splatter of the bullets hitting 
the road ahead. Then he was over the freshly chipped road and it was 
far behind him. He was doing more than 120. The ‘copter was still 
ahead. 

Nick twisted his neck and looked up. 

The man wasn’t using a high-powered rifle—he was using a 
submachine gun. 

The ‘copter paced him, slightly ahead. 

Nick jammed on his brakes. The car swerved slightly and slowed. 

The helicopter moved ahead and began to circle for a landing. The 
road was deserted but for the silver streak and the thing that hovered 
nearby. Nick pushed down abruptly on the throttle. The powerful 
Lamborghini surged ahead and in seconds the needle was moving and 
the wind was whipping his face; the hovering ‘copter was suddenly a 
mile behind. 

He knew the type. It could do about a hundred and sixty. 

The Lamborghini was supposed to be good for a hundred and 
eighty. 

Soon see if the manufacturer is a liar, Nick thought grimly. His foot 
pressed down. The ‘copter roared angrily behind him. 


He heard the crack of shots as he pushed the gas pedal down to the 
floorboards, eased up a fraction, and slipped the gear into its fifth 
forward speed. 

A series of sand splashes flew along the side of the road, chewed 
up by the steady spray of machine-gun fire. Nick moved the wheel 
slightly and edged toward the line of fire, counting on the gunman to 


over-correct. He did. The far side of the road burst into sprays of sand. 
Then the car was past them and streaking like quicksilver down the 
center of the concrete ribbon. 

Nick glanced back. The gun was silent now and the helicopter, 
gleaming in the sharp sunlight, was slowly falling back. 

Lucky, thought Nick. The guy was a pretty good shot but the sun 
had been in his eyes. And die manufacturer of the Lamborghini was 
no liar. 

His hand reached for the lever controlling the supercharger. The 
Lamborghini shot ahead like an arrow from a bow. Lucky, too, the 
traffic was so light. 

Nick kept up the pace until the helicopter was a distant speck and 
he was well into the semi-desert. Then he slowed slightly and began 
looking for turnoffs with little patches of low trees. There weren’t 
many of them; but the helicopter was still no more than a small gleam 
in the sky when he found exactly what he wanted, something even 
better than he had dared to hope for. It was a narrow road cutting 
sharply to the north, and about a mile beyond the turnoff a clump of 
trees bulged on the side of the road. 

He made a scorching turn, decelerated rapidly, and guided the 
Lamborghini onto the hard shoulder to a halt beneath the trees. Then 
he was out of the car in one quick bound and doing something to the 
shiny silver surface. Something that would have caused the 
manufacturer to blink in disbelief. Even AXE’s experts had raised their 
eyebrows when Nick had spelled it out for them. But they had 
followed instructions. 

It took Nick about two minutes to peel the surface off, fold it, and 
slide it into its compartment within the passenger’s seat. It was bulky, 
because of the contouring of the front and rear, but it fitted neatly 
into the deep slot. Then he put the top up and surveyed her from the 
outside. Without her snug-fitting, plasticized covering she was 
midnight blue, black-topped, subtly altered front and rear, no longer 
the flashing silver streak picked up so readily by the helicopter. 

Nick delved into the trunk and took out Genelli’s gear. Now was as 
good a time to change as any. He was well screened from the main 
road and he could hear an occasional car whirring past. If one should 
turn and come toward him he would hear it at once. Now he could 
also hear the droning of the helicopter and he looked up involuntarily. 
A network of dry leaves and branches lay between him and the sky so 
that he could see nothing but small patches of pale blue. 

He got back into the car and flicked the switch that flipped the 
number plates to match Genelli’s Chicago license. As he stripped and 
started his careful makeup job he heard the helicopter chopping closer 

.. closer ... closer. He worked quickly. The sound began to fade. By 


the time he was ready to move it had melted into the desert air. 

Jimmy “The Horse” Genelli—puffy, sallow face with a slightly bent 
nose and a pencil-line moustache; stoop shoulders, sag belly; flashy, 
expensive clothes, wide-brimmed hat, pointed shoes—headed north to 
cut past Las Vegas and head back for it on anything but the road from 
San Francisco. 


It was well after sunset when he reached the airport and parked 
the Lamborghini. He had a couple of drinks at the bar and then 
strolled to an observation point. After a couple of minutes of casual 
gazing he spotted the ‘copter moored over to the left of the field. He 
was tempted to inquire about it but decided against it. No one could 
tell him much about it that he didn’t already know. It had flown in 
from San Francisco with a couple of Chinese aboard, and that was 
about all he’d been able to find out without making himself 
memorable. 

He went back to his car. A little while later he drove up to the 
Sands Hotel and checked into the room reserved for Mr. J. Genelli by 
telegram that morning from Chicago, in case anyone cared to bribe a 
clerk for information. He let it drop, as he signed in, that a pal of his 
had driven his car down for him and left it at the airport. 

Then he went to the dining room and ordered himself a sumptuous 
dinner. His manner was carefully calculated; a thin veneer of culture 
over a thick layer of coarseness, a quiet voice carrying a vague hint of 
menace, an open-handed generosity with his tips that was ostentatious 
and not overdone. 

Afterwards he did the town. He was itching to get to the 
Tumbleweed, but it was still too soon. So he spent his money at the 
gambling tables behind the brightly lit facades and worked his way 
from one spot to another. He chose them carefully, making his choice 
on the basis of previous visits to Las Vegas and tips from fellow 
agents. Each of the places he chose had just a little more than 
gambling to offer. And in each of them he managed to mention his 
name, flash a wad of money, and drop a hint that he himself was in 
town for something more than the roll of the dice, the spin of the 
wheel, the flicker of fast-moving cards. 

And at last someone said: “Yeah, well if it’s real action you want 
they got it at the Tumbleweed. All kinds. And I mean all kinds. Oh, 
legit-looking, you know what I mean? That Argo’s smart. Smart and 
rich.” The voice lowered. “You interested, we got a real fast game 
upstairs. Big. Much bigger than this crud. Special entertainment on the 
side. You got the money, we got the game.” 

Nick cocked an interested eyebrow. “Yeah? Tell you what, another 
time, all right? I’ll be around. See what the Tumbleweed has first. See 


if Argo really has the kind of stuff I’m looking for.” 

He left. 

The Tumbleweed was a blaze of flashing lights chasing each other 
in changing patterns. “HOLLYWOOD AT THE TUMBLEWEED!” Nick 
read. “TOP ENTERTAINMENT! HOST OF STARS! MUSIC! MAGIC! 
MIMICRY!” The tumbleweed that tumbled so busily in the midst of the 
flashing lights was a perpetually rolling die. 

Nick went in. There were pictures of the performers in the smoke- 
filled entrance lobby, but there were people in front of them and all 
he saw was Marco the Magician before a glossy young man came up 
to him with a pearly smile. Nick fished a big bill out of his wallet and 
curtly demanded a ringside table, wherever the hell the ring was, so 
he could down a couple before getting to the action; and I mean real 
action, kid. 

Pearly smiled understandingly, pocketed the bill, and led Nick into 
a large, dim room full of people, tables, the smell of liquor and the 
sound of the Watusi. The people were table-hopping and cluttering up 
what little floor space there was, and the glossy young man got a littie 
ahead of Nick as he threaded his way through the chaos. 

Nick peered through the gloom to find him, stepped aside to avoid 
a waiter with a trayful of drinks, backed away hurriedly to get out of 
the way of someone shoving back a chair to rise, and slammed 
sideways into the young woman who was trying to pick her way to 
the door. 

“Sorry, sorry,” Nick mumbled, and looked her full in the face. 

His guard was down. It was too unexpected. His flicker of 
recognition was minute, quickly controlled, but it was there. 

And the girl saw it. There was an odd look in her own eyes, as if 
she was trying to decide if she might not have met him before, 
perhaps under very different circumstances. 

As indeed she had. Many times. Recently at the Mark Hopkins 
Hotel in San Francisco. 

Nick moaned a little inside himself. Of all places, of all people! 

Chelsea Chase. 


Chapter 11 


THE IRREPLACEABLE MAN 


The slender man in the immaculate silk suit tapped his beautifully 
manicured fingers on the table top and gazed, through opaque black 
glasses, at the three men facing him. His voice was quiet but distinct, 
controlled. 

“It is regrettable, of course,” he said. “But we have always known 
that something of the sort was to be expected. There was bound to be 
investigation; we anticipated it.” He gave a short, dry laugh. “It 
appears that I am guilty of underestimation, of perhaps a fault in 
tactics. No matter. When one errs, one corrects In answer to your 
question, Comrade Chang, the pusher has not been found. Not, at 
least, by us, nor by anyone else so far as I can ascertain.” 

None of his listeners showed the slightest change of expression. But 
the fat man in the pin-striped suit looked up. 

“T think we must assume, then, that the Pio person must have 
talked.” 

“Indeed we must assume that,” said the man in the dark glasses. 
“Or else the man Haig, or whatever his name is, would hardly have 
headed for Las Vegas with such speed. With such incredible speed.” 

“Only to vanish into thin air,” Pin Stripe said thoughtfully. “Quite 
a clever man, it seems. How much did the pusher know? What could 
he have said?” 

The slender man shrugged. “Low prices. Student sales. Las Vegas. 
Argo. Nothing beyond Argo, you can be quite sure of that. Argo 
himself is a very careful man, a very hard one, our kind of man. 
Infinitely more resistant to inquiry than such animals as Pio. It is 
extremely unfortunate that we are forced to deal with these swinish 
American —oh, he is Mexican, of course, but what is the difference? 
—with these local hoodlums, but there comes a point where we have 
no choice but to reach down into those elements and make use of 
them. We cannot flood the college campuses and coffee shops with 
Chinese faces.” 

“Of course not, of course not. One understands.” The fat one 
nodded. “But to the immediate problem: what if this man reaches 
Argo?” 

“T hope he does,” said the man behind the glasses. “It is our best 
hope of finding him. Argo has been warned to expect contact; Argo 
will be ready for him. And he is prepared to move his stock at 
virtually a moment’s notice.” 


“That is good,” said the tall and rangy one with the northern 
Chinese accent. “And when the man makes contact, Argo will of 
course have him liquidated.” 

The slight man shook his head. “No, General. Not immediately. 
Obviously the man knows something, if only what the pusher told 
him. But we must find out everything he knows. We must find out 
who he is and who he is working for. And we must find out exactly 
what information he has conveyed to others. Then, if necessary, we 
shall draw in our horns for a while and change our base of operations. 
I can assure you that nothing will be found, anywhere, to incriminate 
us. Our hiding places are virtually impenetrable. The essential thing, 
now, is to trap the man and make him talk.” 

The fourth man, dark and sloe-eyed, smiled sardonically. 

“You tried that before, did you not, Comrade? And you failed, I 
understand.” 

The dark lenses eyed him steadily. “I did. At the time I was 
convinced that he was indeed a fool of a blundering college professor 
and that we would use the pictures in the usual way. “Now it is 
obvious to me that he is a thoroughly experienced agent, one who has 
been conditioned to resist interrogation of the most persuasive sort. 
Truth serum had no effect. There was no reason to suspect him even 
when he showed interest in the pusher. A soft-headed intellectual 
might very well have wanted to save the poor girl from herself, 
perhaps even seek the pusher out himself. So we offered him the 
pusher as bait.” 

“Ah, yes.” The dark one smiled again. “He took the bait, and you 
got hooked.” 

The thin mouth beneath the dark glasses turned downward at the 
corners. 

“You turn your phrases aptly, Comrade Ling. But I think you 
overstate your point. Such an incident is a mere flea bite in the vast 
scope of our operation. On the whole we are having quite gratifying 
results.” 

The fat man nodded. “I agree. Remarkable success. You are to be 
congratulated, Comrade. Without you, our program here would be 
impossible to implement.” 

“Quite,” said the tall general. “Absolutely. In fact, the Central 
Committee in Peking wishes me to convey to you their great 
appreciation for the value of your work. They know, as I know, that 
minor setbacks must occur. But they are greatly concerned that 
nothing should happen to you, Comrade, for you of all people cannot 
be replaced. You are the very heart and soul of our operation.” 

The slender man inclined his head graciously as he stood up. 

“Thank you, General. I am deeply flattered; honored. And now, if 


you gentlemen will follow me back to my other office, I should like to 
show you a few newsreel shots of the demonstrations and riots which 
have recently been spreading, so unaccountably, across this haven of 
democracy.” He smiled sardonically. “I think you will be pleased.” 

The others rose. 

“T wish that we could see Las Vegas for ourselves,” said the fat 
man, lumbering to his feet. “Bright lights, women, gambling tables, 
liquor, more women—ah!” He sighed. “What a pity that it cannot be. 
But this Argo—he is in constant touch with you, of course?” 

The man with the dark glasses shook his head. “For security, we 
keep our contacts down to the barest minimum. But you can be sure 
he will let me know the minute he is approached.” 

“One more question, Comrade,” said the dark and sloe-eyed one 
called Ling. “Two, rather. First—if Argo should entrap this man, how 
will he get the truth from him if you could not?” 

The thin mouth curved unpleasantly. “There are times when 
brutish American methods fare better than our Oriental subtlety. Argo 
will know what he has on his hands and he will deal with it. Have no 
fears on that score, Comrade Ling. He will succeed. And your other 
question?” 

“The man will no doubt approach Argo with great cunning,” said 
Ling, “and a most carefully fabricated story. And Argo has never seen 
this man before. How will he know him?” 

The curving smile widened. “The girl, Comrade,” murmured the 
silky voice. “The girl is there. She’ll know him.” 


Nick’s thoughts were racing. It was the worst kind of miracle for 
her to have seen through him, but she had. He saw the growing 
comprehension in the eyes that had looked so often, and so closely, 
into his, and he knew he could not simply let her walk away and 
wonder. And possibly even talk. Why was she here? 

No, he had to talk to her before she talked to anyone. 

“Why, Chelsea, baby!” he said delightedly in his grating voice. 
“Come on, now—you remember your old pal Jimmy. Jimmy ‘The 
Horse’—” 

A voice even more gravelly than his own cut into his. 

“You two know each other?” 

Chelsea sucked in her breath. Nick looked at the man who was 
pushing his way toward them through the crowd and stopping at 
Chelsea’s side. He was big with muscle beneath his well-cut suit and 
his eyes were icy. 

“We sure as hell do,” Nick said belligerently. “What’s it to you?” 

The man put his hand on Chelsea’s shoulder. “What’s it to me? I 
own this place, that’s what it is to me, and this little girl here works 


for me. And I don’t want nobody bothering her. So—” 

“Oh, you own the joint!” Nick said, changing his tone. “That’s 
different. Jimmy ‘The Horse’ Genelli, of Chicago. Glad to meetcha.” 
He stuck out his hand and grabbed the big man’s reluctant paw. 

“Argo,” said the man, dropping Nick’s hand. “Arnold Argo. But she 
still don’t look like she knows you.” 

“Well, maybe she don’t want to know me,” Nick said, with a little 
chuckle. “Sometimes I get the idea she don’t altogether approve of me. 
But we run into each other here and there, don’t we, kid?” 

“Oh, we do, we do,” said Chelsea, with a little sigh. “You do have a 
way of popping up in all kinds of places, don’t you, Jimmy boy?” And 
then she smiled. “But I suppose I have to say I’m glad to see you, you 
old heel.” 

“That’s the kid!” Nick said happily. “But what’re you doing here?” 

“Club date, dumbbell. What else?” 

What else, indeed? 

“Great!” Nick said enthusiastically. “Just great! Say, whaddya say 
we all have a drink together?” He looked inquiringly at Argo. 

Argo shook his head. Some of the ice had melted from this eyes. 
“Not for me, thanks,” he said. “But you and the kid take my table, if 
you like. That is, if you want to, Chelsea kid.” 

“Well, not really,” she said slowly. “I’ve had mine for the evening 
and I’ve still got the last show to do. I was heading for some fresh air 
when I bumped into this jerk. So if you want to take a chance on 
breathing some of it in, Jimmy boy, you might care to walk me once 
around the block.” 

“Well, it won’t kill me for once,” Nick said grudgingly. “C’mon.” 

Argo looked reluctant, but he let them go. 

They walked slowly past the bright lights. Chelsea was radiant in 
her shimmering gown but her face was troubled. 

When they had left the Tumbleweed behind them she said, “I don’t 
know what you're up to, Nick, but I had to get you out of there. Every 
room in that place is bugged and so are all the tables, even Arnold’s. 
Now tell me— what is all this?” 

“Tell me something first, honey,” Nick said. “When did you start 
working at the Tumbleweed?” 

“Tuesday night. My agent called me Monday—Argo’s so-called 
singing star came down with laryngitis and he needed a replacement 
in a hurry. It was a break for me— the club’s a good showcase for my 
act. Loaded with talent scouts and all those other Hollywood creeps. 
Now for the luvva mike will you tell me why you have to come 
skulking around here looking like a refugee from Sing Sing?” 

So her agent called her Monday. That could be easily checked. 
Easier still to check that she had really started Tuesday night. Nick’s 


heart lifted. 

“T dress up like this for kicks,” he said. “It was my childhood 
dream to be a gangster. Did you know Argo from before? Seems to me 
he showed a rather proprietary attitude.” 

Chelsea looked up at him with a queer expression in her eyes. At 
last she said, “No, I did not know him from before, and Yes, he has a 
case on me, and No, so far he hasn’t done anything about it except pat 
me on the shoulder. For five hundred clams a week, I can put up with 
that. Now tell me, Junior G-Man or whatever the hell you are, why 
you find it necessary to practice your no doubt loathesome trade on 
me. I’m not the one hiding behind the Halloween mask—you are. So 
suppose you do the talking.” 

“Tm in the rackets, Chelsea,” he said slowly. “Always have been. 
Dope, specifically. I’m looking for a connection. Argo’s it. But I hate to 
see you involved with somebody like him.” 

Chelsea stopped. She stared at him. “I’m not involved with him,” 
she said at last. “I’m involved with you. And you are not mixed up 
with dope any more than I am. I hate it, hate it!” He could see that 
she was almost shaking with earnestness. “Trust me, please, Nick! 
Trust me. Maybe I can help you ... with Argo.” 

And he did trust her, as much as he trusted anyone. 

“Let’s keep walking,” he said quietly, his decision made. She could 
be the very contact that he needed. 

A few minutes later they were sitting together in the parked 
Lamborghini and he was telling her as much of the story as he felt she 
needed to know. 

“Kids!” she whispered. “All those kids.” Shock and disgust showed 
in her lovely eyes. “My God, it’s monstrous. You’ve got to stop it, 
Nick. How can I help? Tell me—TI’ll do anything you say.” 

“A word to him, that’s all I want. Cool and casual, and a touch of 
disgust at your old acquaintance Jimmy Genelli. You hadn’t realized 
how low I’d sunk these last couple of years. Dope, of all things! Get 
the picture? Now let me brief you about Jimmy ‘The Horse’ and how 
we happened to meet in the first place, and then we’ll go over your 
approach to Argo. ...” 


The late-night show was slam-banging to a close. Nick could feel 
its vibrations through the thick walls of Arnold Argo’s office even 
though he couldn’t hear the sound. 

Argo was staring at him through heavy-lidded eyes; silent, 
calculating. His thick fingers were clamped around a fat cigar. 

“Okay,” he said at last. “It checks. Made a couple of calls after 
Chelsea told me about you. She don’t think too much of you, does 
she? So let me tell you something, Genelli. I don’t either. My business 


is gambling. I don’t know nothing about anything else. But—I got 
contacts, and I don’t mind a slice. If the deal is big.” 

Nick shrugged and raised Genelli’s wispy eyebrows. 

“Depends on what you mean by big. I can go up to a million.’ 

Argo’s own thick eyebrows arched. 

“So? Where’s the million?” 

“Bank. Most of it.” 

Argo laughed. “Yeah. No dice, Genelli. The guy I have in mind 
don’t play that way.” 

Nick shrugged again. “So? Where’s the stuff? Your friend carry 
around samples of it, like I do?” His fingers slid deep into an inner 
pocket and withdrew a crisp $5000 bill. “That’s one. I got others. You 
want to see more, the bank opens up 9 a.m. Monday. Simple to 
arrange a cash transfer.” He slipped the bill back into his pocket. 
Argo’s eyes followed it thoughtfully. 

“Where'd you get that kind of money, Genelli? You were never big 
time. I’d have known about you if you were.” 

Nick laughed shortly. “Would you? So would a lot of other people 
if I didn’t play it cagey. But do I want the Feds to know it all? Sure, I 
got my small-time operations. Fronts. Decoys. Something to toss to the 
dogs when they come yapping. So what’s with the questions, Argo? Do 
I ask you to tell me the story of your life? No, fella, I don’t go for gab. 
With me, my money does the talking. Not my mouth. If you’re not 
interested, say so. You’re not doing me no favors.” 

Argo flapped a fleshy hand at him. 

“Siddown, siddown. Didn’t say I wasn’t interested. In a slice. Just 
what do you want and how much?” 

“What I can get,” said Nick. “Depends on what’s available, how 
good it is, the price. But suppose we start with H. First quality only, a 
sample to begin with so I can give it the once-over. And I’m pretty 
choosy. If I like the sample I’ll want about ten pounds to begin with. 
Think your boy can make it?” 

Argo looked at him expressionlessly. “He can make it. That means 
you gotta make around seven hundred and fifty grand.” 

“Depending on the quality,” Nick reminded him. “And I want it 
soon. The sample before Monday so I’m ready when the bank is.” 

Argo pushed back his chair. “Wait here while I go make a phone 
call.” 

“Make all the calls you like,” Nick said easily, and helped himself 
to a cigar from Argo’s humidor. Argo looked annoyed but said nothing 
as he strode to a heavy door in the far wall of his office. He opened it 
just wide enough to get through and then closed it quickly behind 
him. 

Nick settled back in the big leather chair and looked around the 
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room, though it was the door that interested him. There was a large, 
diamond shaped mirror set into it at shoulder height, and he would 
have bet his life that it was one-way glass and probably not the only 
peephole in the room. No doubt there was provision for a listener too. 

He made a big business of inspecting his cigar and hunting for 
matches while he sniffed the air. Burnt tobacco and smoke. And 
something else. A faint litde whiff of that something extra had puffed 
into the room when Argo opened and closed the door. 

Perfume. Musky but pleasant. A touch of the exotic. Almost a 
breath of fragrant incense. 

Nick lit his cigar and smiled grimly to himself. At least it wasn’t 
Chelsea in that inner room. 

It was a good twenty minutes before Argo came back, rubbing his 
big soft hands. He did not sit down. 

“All set,” he said. “But the guy’s cautious—only natural—and he 
don’t want to see you himself until you’ve seen the stuff and he’s seen 
your money. Here’s the way he wants it. You go back to your hotel 
and wait. In a couple of hours from now you'll get a call that there’s a 
cab waiting for you downstairs. Don’t bother talking to the driver—he 
won’t tell you nothing. You'll get taken to where you gotta go. Take 
ten grand with you, nothing else. No rod, no identification, nothing. 
Just the money. Chances are they’ll search you to make sure. So play 
ball, Genelli, or no deal. Okay?” 

“Okay,” said Nick. 

The Tumbleweed was quiet when he left. The last floor show was 
over and only a few hardy patrons still tried their luck in the casino. 
The bigger action was in Argo’s office. 

“Well?” he demanded. “What about it?” His hard gaze raked over 
the girl who was sitting in the leather chair. Her musky perfume filled 
the room. “You sure you never seen him before?” 

Blossom Twin shook her lovely head. “I’ve never seen him. He’s 
nothing like the man we’re looking for.” Her perfect eyebrows pinched 
together. “I’m not sure, now, that I was right to come here. He may be 
using a disguise —he fooled me that way once before. Maybe I can 
spot him. I don’t know. I’d have to get close up to know. Very close 
up. And then he’d know me! I’m not so easy to disguise, myself. If I 
only had more freedom of action—but I can’t afford to show myself in 
town, not to anyone at all.” 

“You should of thought of that before,” Argo said coldly. “Disguise! 
Whaddya expect me to do—strip every guy who comes in here to see 
if he has falsies or something? This guy, frinstance. Suppose he is a 
legitimate customer. What kind of a reputation is that going to get 
me? And another thing. You so sure this guy’s coming here himself? If 
Pio spilled and this fellow got away to spread the word, then what 


makes you think he won’t send someone else you’ve never seen?” 

“Then I can only suggest that you screen all your callers very 
carefully,” Blossom said, and her voice was as cold as his. “As for me, 
I’m leaving. Tu Ying can fly me back. And if this Genelli of yours does 
turn out to be a legitimate customer, be sure you don’t give him any 
of the special stuff.” 

“Oh, come on, doll, it’s all special stuff in the shipments now, you 
know that. What difference does it make? It'll be like we have a new 
pusher. And I don’t think that Genilli’s going to overlook the kiddy 
market, Me, I think we can make use of him.” 

Blossom rose gracefully. “Just be sure he doesn’t make use of you. 
Maybe that Chelsea girl wasn’t being quite as casual as you think. 
Look into it, Argo. You wouldn’t want to lose the biggest meal-ticket 
you’ve ever had in all your life. Now send for Tu Ying and let me get 
out of this stinking place of yours.” 


So Blossom had been there. 

Fingering him? 

Unlikely. She may have been suspicious, but she couldn’t have 
been sure. 

Nick sat behind the wheel of the Lamborghini in the darkness, 
ostensibly getting something out of the glove compartment before 
retiring for the night, but actually opening and closing a concealed 
cylindrical safe. From it he extracted a sheaf of crisp one-thousand- 
dollar bills, and when he had slid them into the inside pocket of his 
jacket he removed all of the weapons he customarily carried and 
secured them in the safe. His identification followed. When he left his 
car—locked as tight as any bank vault—thirty seconds later, he was a 
man without identity, unmarked but for the microscopic AXE tattoo 
on his inner elbow and unarmed but for the clothes he wore. 

He went back to his room to wait, longing to be with Chelsea but 
knowing he must not be, that he must not even contact her; hoping, 
with a gnawing sense of anxiety, that he had not endangered her. 

Arnold Argo completed his guarded call to San Francisco and 
replaced the telephone receiver. For long moments he sat behind his 
desk, sunk deep in thought. 

He could not lose. Whoever the man Genelli turned out to be, Argo 
could not lose. Blossom had a point, about Chelsea. He would take 
care of that. As for the rest, the main trap was already baited. 

He turned off his office lights and went upstairs. But not to his own 
room. 


Chapter 12 


YOU TELL ME YOUR DREAMS, AND PLL TELL YOU 
MINE 


At five forty-five exactly the cab deposited Nick at the airport. He 
had barely time enough to notice that the helicopter was gone when 
the man in the heavy dark goggles gestured him into the plane. 

It was a private plane, a four-place Cessna, and only the two of 
them boarded. In less than forty-five minutes after takeoff the plane 
began slowly to circle in the early morning fight and to descend to the 
floor of the desert. Nick watched the pilot covertly. The man spoke 
only in gruff monosyllables, and the unnecessary goggles were a fairly 
effective disguise. But still Nick recognized the man as the one who 
had greeted him at the Tumbleweed, flashing a pearly smile. 

The realization was not reassuring. It made him think that perhaps 
he was not expected back in Vegas to identify the man. Or did they 
really think he would be fooled by a gruff voice and a pair of goggles? 

The pilot cut his engine and spoke over his shoulder. 

“Open the door and get out,” he said, his voice expressionless. 

Nick did as he was told, feeling naked and vulnerable without his 
usual selection of pet weapons. Three minutes later, standing several 
feet from the Cessna, he heard the sudden whine of the starter. The 
plane began to pick up speed. Christ! thought Nick. Bastard’s, going to 
strand me here. Vultures, no doubt, will come and pick my bones.... 

The plane taxied to a halt some five hundred yards away. 

Nick stood alone. 

Sage brush, tumbleweed, cactus, the bleak sands of the seemingly 
endless desert. Blue-gray hills off to the south and the west and the 
north, and a soft rolling of foothills to the east. Nothing else. No sign 
of life but for the waiting plane. A complete and deathlike stillness. 

And then he heard it, the sound of a laboring engine from 
somewhere far off to the west. The slowly moving dot in the distance 
became a Land Rover, vanishing from sight and then reappearing, 
vanishing and reappearing, as it made its way over the rolling floor of 
the desert. 

Nick watched it and waited. s 

The Rover came to a stop a few feet away from him. The two men 
who got out were tall, thickly set, and rather curiously dressed in 
stained overalls topped off with western hats and black scarves or 
handkerchiefs covering their faces. They approached him in silence, 


both with guns trained on him. Nick raised his hands wordlessly. 

They searched him in silence, the one with gloved hands doing 
little but poke the gun at him menacingly and the other going over 
him quickly but thoroughly. They both smelled of stale sweat and a 
mixture of other unpleasant things. 

The gloveless one found the money, the five-grand note and the 
five crisp singles, and thrust it inside his overalls. 

“Hey, just a minute, you—” Nick began, and the gloved one moved 
the gun a couple of inches closer. 

“Be silent!” he said. The words were Mexican but the accent was 
not. And the eyes between the hat brim and the scarf, like the eyes of 
the searcher, were slants in the yellow-olive skin. 

Nick was silent. The searcher finished, and grunted. The other man 
stepped back to the Rover and returned carrying an attache case. He 
handed it to Nick. The key was in the lock. 

“You look now, make more examination later at hotel,” he said, 
handling the Spanish words with care but without melody. “Tonight 
you will get call.” 

Nick opened the case and took a fast look at the contents. He 
sniffed. Put the tiniest pinch in his nose. 

Uncut. But something else with it? Anyway, high quality. Very 
classy stuff indeed. Too good for an upstart like Genelli... to keep. 

He nodded. “Okay,” he said, and locked the case. “Who—?” 

“That is all, Senor,” the oddly-accented voice said crisply, and the 
two men turned abruptly away and got into the Rover. 

Black Tunic, Nick thought to himself, staring after them. And one 
of his fellow thugs. 

He was cheered by the thought, enormously. It proved, beyond 
doubt, the connection between Las Vegas and San Francisco that he 
had been looking for. And it also indicated that the joint operation 
must be run by relatively few men, or San Francisco thugs would not 
be needed in the Nevada desert. Unless there were other reasons for 
them being here instead of back in Frisco. ... 

The sound of the Rover’s departure was drowned out as the pilot of 
the Cessna gunned his own engine and the plane taxied slowly toward 
Nick. The pilot thumbed him aboard. 

The return trip was without incident or words. Nick watched the 
desert sliding past below, looking for landmarks even though he knew 
they would be of little value. The Land Rover had met them from the 
west, and that was all he knew. He was still no closer to the physical 
location of the drug supply. Or was he? 

He gazed at the goggled man he thought of as Pearly. Obviously in 
Argo’s confidence, to a degree at least. Wrest the controls from him, 
maybe? Could be done. And then what? Fly the plane and bleed 


information out of him at the same time? Hardly. Better wait. Wait for 
landing. No bulges under Pearly’s flying suit, so far as he could see. A 
swift Commando grab from the back should do it; then the pressure. 

The plane landed and taxied across a deserted corner of the Las 
Vegas field. 

Great! Nick thought, and tensed his muscles for the pounce. 

It must have been at that very instant that Pearly touched the one 
control that Nick had failed to see because it was under Pearly’s foot. 

“No tricks, fella,” he heard Pearly say, and then something—he 
never knew exactly what it was—hit him with excruciating 
viciousness right in the gut and nearly slammed the life from him. 

When the mists cleared and the pain was a dull horror instead of 
an axe-blade within him, he realized that the plane had stopped and 
Pearly was pushing him out of the open door. 

He fell heavily onto the strip. The attache case dropped down 
beside him, and behind him the Cessna engine snarled. He turned and 
saw the plane taxi away, back to the runway for another takeoff. 

He cursed himself bitterly and picked up the attache case. And he 
staggered like a drunk across the field sucking the breath back into his 
emptied lungs and wondering what in hell kind of a device had hit 
him. 

They took no chances, these goddamn sons-a-bitches; no chances 
at all. And the sudden warning, tingling sensation at the back of his 
neck told him that they hadn’t played their last card yet. 

The three men closed in on him as he stumbled along the edge of 
the field looking for an exit. There was no exit; the nearest way out 
was the general waiting room, and they got to him long before he 
reached it. There was one in the Texas hat and uniform of the State 
Police, who just stood back and rested his hand on his revolver butt; 
there was one in a business suit who could have been a Fed and who 
snatched the attache case from him; and there was one in an open- 
necked sports shirt, chino pants and white sports shoes, who sneered 
openly at him as he deftly slipped the handcuffs over Nick’s wrists. 

“Now what the hell goes on here?” Nick demanded. 

The man in the business suit, the one who could have been a Fed, 
spoke crisply. “Treasury Department,” he said, and flashed a card. 
“Better if you come along quietly, Genelli. You’re under arrest.” 

“Arrest? What charge? Where’s your warrant?” 

Chino Pants grinned wolfishly and shoved him forward. 

“Does it really matter?” he said. “Move, you!” 

Nick shambled forward. The uniformed trooper closed in behind 
him, a little to one side of Chino Pants. The Fed, if that was what he 
was, strolled alongside with one hand in his pocket and the other 
holding the attache case. Between the three of them they led him to a 


parking space on the far side of the airport building and thrust him 
into an unmarked car. 

“Now lissen here, you—” said Nick, as Chino Pants sat down 
beside him and the trooper took the wheel. “I got my rights—” 

“You got rights! You got no rights,” Chino mocked him. “Ill tell 
you all about the rights you haven’t got. Me, Sharkey. Detective 
Lieutenant Sharkey, Las Vegas Police. Hey, let’s have the bag, Duncan. 
Mister Duncan, sir. I’ll turn this bird over to you later after I’ve 
booked him and asked the openers. Call you at your office, right?” 

“Right,” said the man called Duncan, and slung the attache case 
down at Chino’s feet. “Look after the evidence now, mind?” 

“Can that,” said Chino shortly. “You going to phone headquarters, 
or shall I?” 

“My department,” said the man. “T’ll call. And I’ll see you, Genelli, 
in the Federal Building when the Lieutenant’s through with you.” 

He smiled thinly and slammed the door. 

“On your way, trooper,” said Chino. “Precinct house, and step on 
it.” 

“Yessir.” 

“What’s with the precinct house?” Nick grated. “Whaddya you 
think you got on me?” 

Chino laughed. “It’s what you got on yourself, pal. Or what’ve you 
got in here—shirts and shaving cream?” He kicked the attache case 
and laughed again. 

Nick was silent. There wasn’t much use in talk. They’d got him, 
neat and sweet. 

He took stock as the road unreeled before them and led into 
downtown Vegas. One trooper, almost certainly genuine. One 
plainclothes detective, probably for real, but just as probably bought. 
One Treasury man, Narcotics Division, for window-dressing—and just 
about as phoney as a three-dollar bill. 

And one Nicholas J. Huntington Carter, alias Jimmy “The Horse” 
Genelli, on his way to jail. It was as pretty a frame-up as he’d ever 
seen. 

Courtesy of Arnold Argo. 

He, Carter, was in trouble. And so, quite possibly, was Chelsea. 
After all, in a very indirect and subtle sort of way, she had vouched 
for him. But maybe Argo, braced for trouble, had seen right through 
her subtlety. 

The car turned off the strip just before they came to the downtown 
district and headed for the Mexican quarter. 

Precinct house? thought Nick. Maybe. If so, it could be good or 
bad. Good, because he’d have a better chance of walking out alive. 
Bad because maybe his only way out would be to get sprung through 
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official channels, and that would tip his hand and send Argo and the 
whole lot scurrying for cover. Escape, then. Jump from the car and 
run for it. 

No... . This Sharkey, Chino Pants, was a link in the whole unsavory 
chain. Test the link. Try out Sharkey. Then— 

The car pulled up in front of the precinct house. “Want me to give 
you a hand taking him in?” said the trooper. 

Lieutenant Chino Pants Sharkey snorted derisively. 

“This bum? Hell, no. I could handle half a dozen cruds like this 
single-handed and it wouldn’t even give me a workout.” 

“All in handcuffs?” Nick said sarcastically. 

Sharkey hauled him roughly out of the car and jabbed a fist in his 
back. “A wise bastard,” he said. “A comedian. We’ll try and make a 
straight man out of him.” 

The uniformed desk sergeant looked up as they came in. 

“Who’s he?” 

“Oh, just another vag,” said Sharkey. “Captain around?” 

“Won't be in until after lunch.” 

“Good. I’ll be down in the shower room. But give me a hand here 
first.” 

The Sergeant planted himself in front of Nick and lent a hand as 
Sharkey took off the handcuffs, twisted Nick’s arms behind his back, 
and slipped the cuffs back on his wrists. “Better,” said Sharkey, and 
punched Nick in the back. “Get moving, bum.” 

The Sergeant watched them go, shaking his head. 

They passed two plainclothesmen coming up the stairs as they 
headed for the basement. One of them looked at Nick a little sadly. 

“Killer’s at it again,” he said quietly to his partner. “Wonder who’s 
going to clean the blood off the walls this time.” 

The room was some twelve by fifteen feet, tiled but for the ceiling 
and the cement floor. There were two open showers, a row of lockers, 
a couple of sinks, a single chair. No windows. One door by which they 
had entered. Lieutenant Sharkey locked the door, pocketed the key, 
and thrust the attache case into one of the lockers. Then he took out a 
blackjack. He put his foot on the chair and stared at Nick, swinging 
the blackjack idly back and forth. 

“Well, well, well,” he said. “Nice little haul you got there, sweetie. 
Cost you a packet, I’ll bet. But you got some dough left, haven’t you? 
Haven’t you?” In one sudden movement he kicked aside the chair and 
swung up his foot. 

Nick saw it coming but all he could do was suck in his gut and 
twist his body sideways. The vicious, stabbing kick meant for his groin 
slammed into his upper thigh and rocked his body backwards. He 
straightened up, cursing bitterly and gasping just a little harder than 


necessary. 

“Not bad,” said Sharkey judiciously. “Not bad for an old man. But 
maybe next time you won’t be so lucky. Understand, I’m not 
bargaining with you, Genelli. You make me one offer. Your top offer. 
You'll get no second chances.” 

“Offer?” Nick panted. “What am I buying?” 

Sharkey swung the blackjack. “Maybe your life,” he said. “Last guy 
I questioned down here was found hanging in his cell. But I’ll tell you 
a little secret. If they’d done an auto on him they’d have found 
everyone of his inner organs ruptured. Pays to cooperate, Genelli. 
Offer!” 

The blackjack swung out savagely and caught Nick across the 
kidneys. Nick doubled over, gasping, and this time none of his agony 
was faked. 

“Bastard, bastard!” he gasped. “Got no money on me. Search all 
you like. Lamborghini parked near the Sands. My car. Ten thousand in 
dashboard, locked. Take me there—I’ll show you. Honest to God!” 

Sharkey laughed. “Honest, he says! Maybe. Maybe. We'll see. 
Maybe we'll take a little ride together, just us two. But first—!” 

He moved again, lightning fast as before, and slashed the blackjack 
across the side of Nick’s head with an expertise that avoided knocking 
Nick out but gave him the greatest possible pain. Quickly, savagely, he 
hit him twice more across the kidneys. Nick dropped to the floor, 
moaning loudly but not nearly so demoralized as Sharkey thought. 

“Tm going to hurt you,” Sharkey crooned. “Hurt you bad. A 
Lamborghini, hah? That I can find without you. But you got a little 
talking to do and if you talk too slow you start hurting, friend. You’re 
going to tell me a couple of things some friends of mine would like to 
know. Who you really are, what brought you to Las Vegas. Who else 
knows your business here. Little things like that. If the answers hold 
up, well, I might be persuaded to hurt you only a little bit. Just put 
you in the hospital for a couple of weeks to cool you off. A special 
hospital, of course. A quiet place.” He chuckled. “Think a little first. 
Then talk. Fast!” 

Nick rested, gathering strength. At last he crawled to his feet and 
backed cautiously away from Sharkey. 

“Nothing to tell,” he panted. “I am what I am and you know what I 
am. Book me, for Chrissake. Take me to the judge. I’ll talk to him.” 

Sharkey threw back his head and roared with laughter. 

“Still a comedian, hey? Maybe there’s something you don’t know, 
buddy. Something besides this’—he swung the blackjack lightly—“to 
help you talk. And not to a judge. To me. Remember the girl, Genelli. 
Remember the girl! Maybe she'll do a little talking herself. Or maybe 
you’d care to spare her that. Eh?” 


Nick made his eyes go blank. “Girl? What girl? No girls got 
anything to do with me, Sharkey.” 

Sharkey’s smile was broad and ugly. “Who can blame them? But 
maybe you want something to do with them, Genelli. Maybe even you 
wouldn’t want a sweet little tail to get hurt. Hurt as bad as I’m about 
to start hurting you!” 


Chelsea yawned sleepily. One hour’s sleep after her last show, and 
then that crazy Arnold Argo had to come and drag her out of bed for a 
pre-dawn ride to his ranch. If he hadn’t been her boss for five hundred 
a week she would have slapped him right across his fat mouth. But 
she did work for him, and so... . Sure, the country air was nice. But at 
this hour of the day, for the luvva God! And for the worst of all 
possible reasons. To see the bleeding sunrise. Sunrise! She had slept 
almost all the way. 

She poured herself another cup of coffee, waiting for him to come 
back from the telephone. Sure was busy around here in the early 
mornings. First the Land Rover pulling up a little after she and Argo 
had arrived. Argo had gone out to meet it and the two men who got 
out had given him something that seemed to please him. Then they 
had gone around to the back of the house and clumped into what she 
supposed must be the bunkroom or whatever it was called. Then, 
some time later, the light plane had landed and Argo had been pleased 
again. Now it was the phone call. And all this before breakfast. 

She sipped her coffee and wondered if it had anything to do with 
Nick. She wanted, desperately, to believe that it did not. If Argo only 
wanted to get amorous, that was one thing. She could slap him down. 
But... . 

The two men from the Land Rover. She had only caught a glimpse 
of them, but she hadn’t liked their looks. Something sort of Chinese 
about them. And the two others, ranch hands. They looked Mexican 
but they looked mean, tough. And Argo himself seemed to have lost a 
little of his surface charm, as though his real hardness was only now 
beginning to show through. 

Chelsea began to feel more and more uneasy. 

Argo came back into the living room, rubbing his hands and 
looking even more pleased than before. Argo was pleased; pleased 
with himself. Sharkey was the boy to get the answers. If Genelli was 
on the up and up it wouldn’t hurt to rough him up a little. Maybe it 
was better, after all, to scare him off the scene. Argo’s own bosses paid 
him well enough—plenty!—without his having to do any business on 
the side. Supplied him with the stuff and paid him as well! Christ, the 
goddamn Chinks not only saw to it that he got the stuff, they even 
opened up a whole new market for him—the top damned schools in 


the country! All he had to do was find the pushers, and God knows 
that was simple enough. Who cared why the Chinks wanted to make 
junkies out of students and professors? Not he; not Argo. He was with 
them all the way. 

And if Genelli turned out to be a phoney, a government man 
hiding behind a cover, the frame-up would pretty soon make him sing. 
Sharkey would damned soon let Argo know if Genelli managed to 
straighten out the rap. And then—dump the stuff, wipe the slate clean, 
put on an innocent face, warn the Chinks to get under cover, and 
retire with his big fat bonus until they were ready to start up again. 
All very neat and nice and simple. 

He sat down beside Chelsea and poured himself some coffee. 

“So, baby,” he said. “Later we go riding and I show you around. 
But now we chat a little, yes?” 

“Sure,” said Chelsea, yawning. There was something about Argo 
today that she liked not one damn little bit. “Then maybe I can nap a 
little before we see the sights?” 

“Maybe,” said Argo. “First, we talk. About your pal Genelli. He 
came to me with a kinda funny proposition. So funny, I wanna know a 
whole lot more about him. You tell me, Chelsea, baby. Tell me all you 
know.” 

Chelsea widened her eyes. So this was to do with Nick. Fear 
fluttered inside her. But her face showed only polite surprise and a 
trace of boredom. 

“T told you everything,” she said. “He’s just a two-bit hood.” 

“Well, I think maybe you didn’t tell me everything,” said Argo 
gently, and when he took her hand in his his touch was iron. “Not 
quite everything, sweetheart.” After all, he had to be sure, hadn’t he? 
And tussling a bit with this babe was going to be a pleasure. “So tell it 
to me, Chelsea, sweetie. Tell.” His grip tightened on her hand. 


Lieutenant Sharkey was still laughing as he lifted his foot and 
aimed a stabbing kick at Carter’s head. 

But this time Nick was quicker, readier. He dropped to his knees as 
he swiveled his body so that his back faced Sharkey; and he hunched 
forward like a crab, his cuffed hands opening wide behind him and 
shooting out much faster than the claws of any crab to grab at 
Sharkey’s ankle. He caught, held tight, and rolled. Sharkey yelped and 
crashed down to the floor. Hard. 

Nick kicked back against his head with both feet and enjoyed the 
satisfying thud. Then he rolled again, releasing Sharkey’s ankle and 
squatting down on his own cuffed wrists. He watched the dazed 
Sharkey as he strained his own arms to widen, spread his elbows, felt 
his ligaments come close to tearing apart as he drew into a crouch and 


pulled his hands down past his bunched-up body and forced his 
buttocks through the arc made by his arms. Again a roll, this time 
tight-kneed, jackknifed—and then he was on his feet with his 
handcuffed wrists swinging out in front of him. 

Sharkey was up too, cursing. 

Nick moved with the grace and speed of a jaguar. His right leg shot 
out and caught the other man hard in the groin. And as Sharkey 
staggered back, his body bent and his hands clutching at the pain, 
Nick leaped at him with arms held high in a muscular noose that 
dropped down over Sharkey’s shoulders and pinned the man’s arms to 
his sides in a grip of steel. Nick squeezed. His knee came up savagely 
and added horribly to Sharkey’s pain. Then his head was under 
Sharkey’s chin, battering, pushing, ramming the man up against the 
tiled wall, slamming it again and again until Sharkey screamed with a 
gurgling sound that meant he was almost too far gone to be of use. 
Nick stopped abruptly. But still he squeezed. 

“Your turn, Sharkey,” Nick said harshly. “Your turn now. You talk. 
What’s this about the girl? Where does Argo keep his stuff? What, are 
you to him? And don’t bother lying, you slimy crud. Don’t tell me you 
don’t know. You tell me and you make me believe it!” His great arms 
squeezed again and his head rammed into Sharkey’s windpipe. But not 
hard enough to prevent the man from talking after his head had 
crashed a couple more times against the hard tile of the wall. 

Like all bullies, Sharkey was a coward. He babbled. 

“So yowre a Fed,” he gasped at last. “Whyn’t you tell me in the 
first place? We coulda worked together—!” 

“We’re working together right now, bastard,” Nick said grimly. 
“My way. What else, Sharkey? What else can you tell me?” 

There wasn’t much else. Only directions to Argo’s ranch, where he 
was waiting with the girl. 

One more smash against the wall. One reach into the pocket for 
the handcuff key. One final, merciless beating so that ex-Lieutenant 
Sharkey would not be talking to anyone else for a long, long time. 

Nick left him lying in a pool of blood. Alive. Just barely. 

Nick washed himself at one of the sinks and tidied himself up. 
Sharkey would die unless help came quickly, but Killmaster couldn’t 
have cared less. He had other things to think about. Getting out of 
here, for one thing. 

His best bet, he decided, would be to walk out brazenly. The 
sergeant at the desk would draw only one conclusion—Sharkey’s 
victim had paid off. So he strolled casually out of the shower room 
and locked the door behind him. 

His bet paid off. 

The single plainclothesman he passed along his way glanced at 


him without interest. The Sergeant at the desk looked up at him 
surprised, and shook his head. 

“Man!” he said. “You are a lucky one!” 

Nick smiled. “Little mistake,” he said. “All cleared up.” 

He walked out of the building like a man without a care in the 
world. After a couple of blocks he began to hurry. Then he ran. And 
finally he slowed down, caught a cab, and made for the Sands Hotel. 

The Lamborghini was still there, in the parking lot. 

“Hey!” said the attendant. “Fellow came late last night, wanted to 
look at your car, y'know? Wanted to bribe me to let him in. How do 
you like that? Gawd, anything goes in this town!” 

Nick tipped him well and left there in a hurry. 

Half an hour out of town he stopped briefly and rid himself of 
Genelli’s disguise. He was sick of it, and it was time to be himself. 
Nothing had been touched in the Lamborghini, thanks—he supposed 
—to the attendant. Wilhelmina, Hugo, and Pierre were back where 
they belonged. On his own person. And the concealed compartments 
in the dash and floorboards still held what they were supposed to 
hold. 

He drove on. Stopped again at a seedy desert gas station and made 
a phone call to the Tumbleweed, calling himself Lieutenant Sharkey. A 
bored voice told him that Argo was out, he didn’t know where. Miss 
Chase was also out. Didn’t know where. 

Nick drove on again, making one swift radio call before he 
gathered maximum speed. Let the word go out to all who might be 
interested that one Jimmy “The Horse” Genelli, dope peddler, had 
been shot and killed during an escape attempt following a brutal 
attack on brave Lieutenant Sharkey. ... It was the least that AXE could 
do for him. 

He opened the top and the sun blazed down upon him. The 
Lamborghini sped full-throttle to the southwest, past the place where 
the Cessna had stopped and on toward the blue hills and Arnold 
Argo’s ranch. 


Argo’s face blazed where Chelsea’s open palm had struck him and 
his dark eyes smoldered. 

“You try that one more time, chick,” he snarled, “and you’ll know 
what it’s like to really hurt. You hold out on me—” 

“Hold out be damned!” she flared, on her feet and blazing with 
anger. “I see you now for what you are, Argo. All this Genelli business 
—it’s just a cheap trick of yours, isn’t it? An excuse to get your hands 
on me and paw me like the ape you are! The hell with you. I’m getting 
out of here if I have to walk the whole damn way—” 

This time it was Argo’s hand that sliced through the air and struck 


at Chelsea’s cheek. Her head jerked sideways and she gasped. 

“You watch your language, bitch,” he grated. “One more crack 
from you—yeah, what the hell do you want?” 

The door had opened and a man stood in the entrance, showing a 
faint but pearly smile. 

“So sorry to interrupt you at an awkward time,” he said, in tones 
no longer gruff but as pearly as his smile. “Thought you might be 
interested in a radio bulletin from Las Vegas. About your pal 
Lieutenant Sharkey.” 

“Yeah? What about him?” Argo snapped. 

“He was found beaten to a pulp, on the point of death, in the 
basement of a precinct station house. There’s an all-states alarm out 
for one Jimmy Genelli, a suspected dope peddler, who apparently beat 
the hell out of him and made his escape.” 

Chelsea was an actress, but she could not prevent the startled 
“No!” that burst from her pale lips. Argo swung to face her. 

“Nice friends you got, baby,” he said quietly. “Genelli the small- 
time hood, a cop killer. And Sharkey’s tough. Who would’ve thought 
that a mangy-looking character like Genelli could’ve beat him? Maybe 
Genelli’s got hidden talents, hey?” His eyes darted to the door. “You, 
Juan. Get out of here and have the boys get started with the wrapping 
up. Just in case.” 

“Sure,” said Juan. “Sure thing. You want me to make the phone 
call?” 

“Do it myself in a minute,” said Argo. “Now beat it.” 

When the door closed he turned again to Chelsea. 

“T suppose you know that’s no way for a hood to act,” he said 
conversationally. “He goes to jail or he buys out. So tell me about 
Genelli, bitch!” His open hand swung and struck her hard on the right 
side of her face and then just as hard on her left. She staggered and 
fell. 

“Bastard,” she whispered. “Crummy, slimy, miserable bastard.” 
Tears were coming from her eyes and her nose was starting to bleed 
and she could see far worse things coming. “Filthy son of a bitch, you 
hunk of dung, you pile of garbage, you!” It wasn’t the kind of 
language she usually used, but she used it now, with feeling. And 
followed up with worse, far worse—words she scarcely knew the 
meaning of but sounded foul and vile to her own ears. To Argo’s, too. 
He raised her up with a spitting growl of rage and slammed the back 
of his hand against her face. 

“You pig’s backside!” said Chelsea. 

This time Argo roared and bunched his hand. She saw it coming 
and let it hit her full in the face, and in the second before she passed 
out she knew that she had been successful. 


She wouldn’t be talking to anyone for a while. 

The door opened again. 

“Well, well,” said Juan, and the smile was big on his face. “Your 
charms failed you, I see. Care to hear the latest radio bulletin? They 
caught up with Genelli, he resisted, so they shot him dead.” 

Argo turned and stared. “Shot him dead,” he repeated 
wonderingly. “So he wasn’t—Jesus!” 

“Now what?” said Juan. 

“T gotta think,” said Argo. “Get her outa here. Take her to my room 
and dump her on my bed. I gotta think.” 


The sun was high and hot and the Lamborghini was an arrow 
flashing across the desert. There was no cover; nothing to hide it and 
its driver; no hope of reinforcements from the AXEmen scattered far 
and wide across the country. Only Carter. But that was the way he 
liked it. 

It wasn’t going to be easy, especially with Chelsea to consider and 
the Lamborghini not being exactly invisible, yet he had no choice. 

Far ahead of him, he could see the sun glinting on a silver wing. 
Then on something else, probably a car. Then on a low roof—no, two 
roofs. Homestead and shed or barn. Then on another vehicle, a Land 
Rover. 

He slowed slightly to put the top up and open the biggest of the 
Lamborghini’s hidden compartments. He put the contents on the seat 
beside him and then speeded up, heading straight for the place where 
the sun glinted on the Cessna, the big parked car, the Land Rover, and 
the roofs. 

The Lamborghini chewed up the miles, ripped them into yards, 
took Nick past the plane and up the roadway past the cars, took him 
screeching toward a wide front porch whose door was opening to 
disgorge a man with a weapon in his hands. A submachine gun, raised 
—but hesitantly. 

Nick didn’t hesitate. What he had to do was dangerous for 
Chelsea’s sake, but—God help him!—that had to be the least of his 
considerations. The contact grenade flew from his fingers even before 
the car skidded to a halt, and he saw the man exploding into 
fragments that flew through the air in a hideous intermingling with 
flying bits of wall. The porch collapsed, and someone, somewhere, 
bellowed through the splintering sound. Nick gunned the motor and 
aimed the smoke flare at the same time. Its mouth spewed out a dense 
cloud to one side of him, enveloping the house, and before it cut off 
his own vision he was swerving the Lamborghini around in a complete 
circuit of the place. Within seconds it was surrounded by his screen, 
and the wild shots that bit through it spat into nothingness. 


He skidded to a stop near the parked Land Rover and slithered on 
his belly through the smoke, a grenade in each pocket and Wilhelmina 
in his hand. The house was silent, waiting. His crawl was slow and 
cautious; he was listening, every nerve end concentrated on the small 
sounds coming from the house and around it. 

There were footfalls outside, near him. Almost as silent as his own 
soft slithering, but not quite. He heard them. Two sets. One 
approaching from his left, ahead, the other from his right. Very, very 
cautiously. 

They were so close now that he could smell the staleness of their 
bodies, almost feel the tremors of the footfalls. Close enough. 

He lay flat and raised Wilhelmina high. The Luger spat twice to the 
left and brought forth a gurgling scream; Nick rolled over as a bullet 
from the right sang past his ear, and fired again. This time one shot 
brought a grunt and then a thud. He waited again. Drew a grenade 
from his pocket and pitched it toward the smoke-screened, jagged hole 
where once the door had been. Then he was up and running along one 
side of the house, searching for a window with his fingers, hearing 
shouts and bursts of fire that found nothing. Then his groping fingers 
found a window, open to the smoke-filled morning air, and his body 
followed them inside. 

In the smoky gloom he saw a body on the bed. A woman’s body. 
But there was no time to investigate. Argo’s voice was shouting—“Out 
the back, you yellow fools! Get the hell out there and come around in 
back of him—what the hell you waiting for? Get going!” 

Nick glided to die doorway. Saw, in the passage, Argo standing, 
gesturing with a gun. Two men running with machine guns. Another 
standing back, pale-faced, his pearly smile turned off. 

Killmaster pitched his last grenade, and pitched it well. He had a 
fleeting thought that it was too bad he could never question Argo, and 
then another fleeting thought that he didn’t really have to. 

The explosive ripped the passageway to shreds. Walls fell in, 
windows shattered; the door to the bedroom flew off its hinges and 
slammed back on Nick. 

Screams. Falling rubble. Rising clouds of dust. Then silence. 
Silence, but for the little splats of plaster and the licking flames. 

Nick shoved the door aside and made a quick tour of inspection. 
Seven men horribly dead, including Arnold Argo. A locked safe and, 
outside, a locked and silent barn that deserved investigation. 

And inside, on the bed, Chelsea stirred and moaned. 


Chapter 13 


WHERE WERE WE WHEN WE WERE SO RUDELY 
INTERRUPTED? 


The slender man spread out his delicate palms and shook his head. 

“T am sorry, gentlemen,” he said. “I’m afraid I have no answer for 
you. Genelli may have been our man, and he may not. I think we can 
believe that he is dead. But as to why there is no word from Argo, that 
I cannot say. Nor can I explain why I am unable to reach him. I can 
only suggest the most likely explanation—that he has prudently 
absented himself and all materials until this incident blows over. As 
for your suggestion, Comrade Ling, I do not think it wise to send Tu 
Ying and Lee Chang back with the helicopter. If there is any trouble at 
the ranch—which I am, in fact, inclined to doubt— then a hovering 
helicopter would of course be immediately suspect. No, Comrades. We 
can only wait. And I can assure you that we sit here in absolute safety. 
We are hidden; everything is hidden. There is no cause for alarm. 
Come, friends! It is the dining hour. Let us sup, drink wine, refresh 
ourselves. And plan for even greater things.” His voice throbbed 
vibrantly, but the eyes behind the thick dark glasses were pinched 
with worry. 

The fat man lumbered to his feet. , “Yes, we need food,” he said. 
“But do not forget that Peking is counting on you, Dr. Twin.” 

The slender figure bowed. 

“The thought is my support,” said Blossom’s father. 

It was long after dark when the Lamborghini, with Nick at the 
wheel and a puffy-faced Chelsea at his side, slowed down for the 
lights of San Francisco. The car radio murmured softly, reassuringly. 
There were no reports, as yet, of what Carter had left behind him in 
the Nevada desert—a blazing fire that was eating up ranch house and 
barn, Cessna and parked vehicles. 

He had searched the place thoroughly before the licking flames 
caught hold. In a wall safe he had found some two hundred thousand 
dollars in cash and a coded list which he was convinced would prove 
to be a list of pushers and locations. And from the heavily padlocked 
barn he had removed a great cache of illegal drugs. But he had left the 
store of arms and ammunition behind to add fuel to the flames. 

The chain was all but complete. Circumstantial, yes; but 
undeniable. One or two of the links were still a little obscure, but they 
were there. Obscene pictures. A soft, hypnotic voice. Dr. Martin 


Siddley Winters, so beloved by his students but so very dead.... 

Chelsea yawned, and let out a sudden groan. Her hand went to her 
aching face. 

“Goddamn,” she said. “Don’t know that I like your line of business, 
Carter, worthy as it may be. Do we rest now, or what?” 

“Or what,” said Nick. “You rest. I have one more errand.” 

Chelsea eyed him thoughtfully but asked no question. 

He left her at the Mark Hopkins and went along his way. 

Maybe he had picked the wrong target for his last strike, but his 
hunch told him there was only one place left to go. 


The house on Telegraph Hill was dark and silent. 

Nick prowled toward it in the night, dark and silent himself in 
black shirt and pants and soft-soled shoes. His movements were 
deliberately slow, and even when he was directly opposite Blossom’s 
elegant little house he made no immediate move. 

It was some time before he was absolutely sure that there was only 
one man guarding the house—from the outside, anyway—and when 
he knew the pattern of the man’s slow pacing forth and back he joined 
the pattern ... became a second shadow in the soft moonlight. A 
deadly one. 

Hugo slid noiselessly into his hand. Nick quickened his pace. And 
sprang. His left arm fastened about the man’s throat and his right 
hand thrust Hugo like a skewer through the neck. There was a soft, 
bubbling sound, a sudden tension in the body, then a heaviness. 

Nick eased the body to the ground and left it lying alongside the 
house wall, an extra blob of darkness in the night. 

Both the front and back door-locks had been reinforced since his 
last visit. Without the Lockpicker’s Special he might have had 
considerable difficulty. Even as it was it took him a good three 
minutes to ease his way through the back and fasten the door behind 
him. 

He made his way stealthily through the lower part of the house, 
looking for signs of company and the side entrance Blossom said had 
been used by Cissy Melford. There was no company but he found the 
small side hallway easily—even though he hadn’t seen the doorway 
from the outside. Another of the secret Chinese entrances, he 
supposed, and flitted up a flight of back stairs to Cissy’s section of the 
house. 

It was surprisingly small, and it was absolutely empty. 

His pencil flashlight raked the walls from floor to ceiling and 
probed deep into closets; yet he could find no trace of a connection 
with Blossom’s rooms. He was sure there must be—either that, or a 
compartment between Blossom’s bedroom and these other rooms—but 


in spite of his persistence it eluded him. And he had no more time to 
waste. 

He glided back the way he had come and made his cautious way 
through the front hall and up the stairs to Blossom’s room. It was 
filled by her soft breathing and the scent of her. 

A pale beam of moonlight fell across the great bed and showed her 
lying in the center, her jet-black hair spread out across the silken 
pillow and her exquisite body half-covered by the sheet so that her 
lovely bosom showed like tempting fruit. But Carter wasn’t tempted 
now. He padded over to the bed and stared down at her, sniffing in 
the scent that was a blend of musky perfume, incense, and opium, and 
listening to the quality of her breathing. She was genuinely asleep, 
and deeply. 

He took the roll of tape from his pocket and cut off two long strips 
with a couple of swift flashes of Hugo’s fine-honed, bloody blade. 
Then he pulled back the sheet and taped both wrists and ankles 
firmly. Still she slept, although her breathing changed and he knew 
that she must waken soon. 

Fine. Then they could talk. In the meantime he had another job. 

He moved the screen so that he could see her as he worked, and 
probed the wall until the panel slid back. Then he stepped into the 
stark little room and let the flashlight beam play around it. Again it 
fell on window-less, doorless walls, on table and chair and heavy steel 
filing cabinet. There must be another door somewhere, another of 
those hidden, sliding things, or at least a trapdoor of some kind. But 
search as he would he could not find it, and finally he gave up to turn 
his attention to the file cabinet. 

One lock served all drawers, and it resisted him for almost ten long 
minutes. Then it gave. He opened the drawers, one after the other, 
quickly and quietly, hearing Blossom’s sighing breath from the bed in 
the room behind him; knowing nothing of the intricate alarm signal 
that had been triggered as he forced the lock. 

The drawers revealed a camera, several sets of negatives showing 
male and female entwined in highly compromising positions, a small 
supply of drugs, a hypo, a tape recorder, and a low pile of tapes. A 
glint of tiny whiteness caught his eye as he bent to inspect the tape 
recorder and he flashed the light upon it. A card. Several cards, 
jammed down helter-skelter against the side of the drawer as though 
they had slipped down by accident. Nick slid one out. 

It was the business card of the Orient Import-Export Company. 

Well, well, well. 

And then he saw that a line from the tape recorder ran clear 
through the back of the cabinet into the wall, and another line led 
through a small hole in the bottom front corner, along the floor, up 


the wall, and ended in a tiny speaker high above the secret door. 

He touched the On switch and the single, empty spool on the 
recorder turned. No—it wasn’t empty. A length of loose tape flapped 
as the reel turned. He stopped the machine. There were no empty 
reels, so he took a loaded one from its box and carefully tucked the 
end of the loose tape under the tail of the other. Then he threaded the 
machine and turned it on. 

A soft, gentle, compelling voice whispered from the bedroom. Not 
Blossom’s voice—a man’s warm, sympathetic tones murmuring from 
the speaker in the room. Nick faced the bedroom as he listened, and 
saw Blossom turning slightly on the bed. Yet still her eyes were closed. 

“when you wake, Dr. Winters,” said the voice. “Your students 
love you, listen to you. Blossom will make sure that they go on loving 
you. Blossom will also go on loving you. You will help her with 
anything she asks. She will tell you what to say, and you will say it, 
Dr. Winters. You will forget my voice but you will remember the 
instructions. You will also remember that we know and can supply 
proof that you are still a Communist and that we will do it if you do 
not cooperate. Remember, too, that we have the pictures, which alone 
will ruin you. Remember these things, Dr. Winters. But forget that you 
have heard a voice. Remember fear. Remember that you must 
cooperate. Sleep now and then awake. Sleep now ... sleep now . 
sleep... .” Dr. Twin’s voice faded out. 

Blossom giggled. Nick snapped off the tape recorder and watched 
her struggling to a sitting position. She smiled at him. 

“So that was how you got Winters,” Nick said flatly. “Sex, 
blackmail, hypnotism, more blackmail. But he caught on somehow, 
didn’t he?” 

Blossom laughed out loud and swung her taped legs over the edge 
of the bed. 

“Somehow,” she said. “Put two and two together, the clever little 
man. I think perhaps he wondered why he got so madly amorous after 
a couple of little teensy drinks.” Her laugh turned back into a giggle. 
“He was a clumsy fool. Not like you, you hunk of sex. God! You were 
marvelous. I could have killed those clumsy fools for breaking in too 
soon.” Her face darkened. “Just when I was enjoying you so much. So 
much more than Martin Siddley, so much more than Pio. But they 
were running scared, of course. They were so sure that Narcotics or 
the FBI would pop a man right straight in Martin’s place. I rather 
thought so too, but I wasn’t quite quite sure. Now why don’t you take 
these silly tapes off me so we can go on with what we were doing 
when we were so rudely interrupted?” 

She leered at him seductively and made an obscene movement 
with her open thighs. 


“Maybe I will, at that,” Nick said softly, loathing the sight of her. 
“But tell me one thing first.” The lab tests of what he had taken from 
Argo would give the answer, probably, but he had a crawling feeling 
that suggested he might not be around to hear the results. And he very 
much wanted to know. “Tell me what makes the stuff so special. How 
does it make the kids go mad all at once, as if on schedule?” 

Her laugh was a perversion of childish delight. 

“Yes, isn’t it special? Like LSD, but much much, much much more. 
Oh, wild, man, wild! They go like absolutely crazy. And you know 
something else? It has a built-in timer! Like those cold capsules, you 
know? It sort of slumbers in the system, and when it bursts—powie! 
And then all it takes is one guy to throw a bottle, one guy to go wild 
and scream, one fellow shouting “Peace!” and then the whole crowd 
goes off its head!” She chortled deliciously and squirmed upon the 
bed. 

“And you love it.” Nick said distantly, slipping Wilhelmina from 
her holster. He knew that Blossom’s wild laughter was not all drug- 
provoked. She felt safe. Confident. And there was a draft coming 
through the open door of her room that had not been coming through 
before. “You weren’t so very anxious to be cured yourself, were you?” 

“Are you kidding?” she screeched, every trace of Oriental subtlety 
thrown to the winds. “Give up the kicks, for you? Not even for you, 
handsome! Not for a crazy minute.” 

“And what about Winters? He was to be your propagandist, is that 
it? To pervert the kids politically?” 

“Pah!” Her face was scornful. “He was only the first. We’re only 
just beginning. When this thing gets moving there’ll be many like him. 
Lots of pinkoes on your college campuses. All they need is someone 
like me to prod them just a little. And the next thing you know—but it 
was a shame about him, in a way. He guessed a little more than I 
thought he did. He came here early one day and when I came home in 
the Lancia he was just coming downstairs from the bedroom, how do 
you like that? And I didn’t even know he had the tape until later. But 
it didn’t matter—we got him anyway.” 

“So you did,” said Nick, listening to the faint creaking of the stairs. 
Of course she didn’t mind talking. She knew her words would go 
nowhere and she was enjoying the verbal jag she’d denied herself 
before. “Clever, the whole thing. Drugs first, propaganda later. But Dr. 
Martin Siddley Winters caught on that it was a bit more than sex and 
filthy pictures and adoring students, so he packed his little bag with a 
drug sample, probably the pictures, certainly the tape that he ripped 
off when he heard you coming. And a card, that blew the whole 
thing.” 

“Not the whole thing.” For a moment she looked a little uncertain. 


“Of course he didn’t know—” 

“The whole thing,” Nick said inexorably. “He didn’t know, but still 
he tipped us off. To you, to your pictures, to your dope, to your 
Chinese thugs, to your pusher, to the middleman Argo who is at the 
moment lying fried to a crisp in the middle of his burnt-out ranch 
house. He’s finished, Blossom. So are you. So is Papa Twin, your very 
own supplier.” 

She was deadly still in the pale moonlight. 

“But you—you didn’t even see Argo,” she whispered. “I knew that 
you’d come back because you—because you—but what do you mean? 
What happened to Argo?” 

But there was no more time for talking. 

The gun spat from the doorway and Nick fired back, three shots in 
swift succession, and then ducked and spun around to meet what he 
knew must be coming from the rear. The shadow on his right dropped 
at the bedroom door with a scream but kept on firing, and Blossom’s 
voice rose in a peal of laughter as two men burst from the now-open 
panel at the far end of the little stark room and spat gunfire at Nick. 

He wheeled and dodged and ducked and fired. Hot lead bit deep 
into his shoulder and gouged into his cheek as the fire slammed at 
him from two directions. One man had dropped and was lying still, 
only feet in front of him; another, the one at the door, was still firing, 
and so was the second man in the tiny room. 

Nick weaved, swore, fired. The crossfire pinned him like a 
butterfly. He ducked again and fired, felt fire blazing in his gut. 

Then Blossom’s wild laughter twisted suddenly into a . hideous 
scream, and when he glanced back involuntarily he saw her fall from 
the bed and land heavily on the floor, her bound hands trying to 
clutch at the hole in her head and then falling back upon her. Then 
the thunderbolt struck at his own head and he lay still. 

And again he blobbed close to the surface of consciousness only to 
fall back and swim in a sea of pain. 

Voices. Smell. Always voices and a smell. 

His mind surfaced again but his eyes stayed closed. He could feel 
the stickiness of blood on his face and chest and shoulders, smell its 
pungency. This time there was something else—not incense, not 
medicine, not perfume. A sewer. 

Then there were the voices, drifting, ebbing, rising, fading, gaining 
volume, falling. He willed himself to consciousness, to keep his eyes 
shut, to listen, to say alive. 

“No! No delay,” said one of the voices. “He must go, and so must 
we.” 

“But the AXE brand!” said another voice. “The tattoo on the elbow 
—that means we are faced with AXE and there will be others like him. 


Bring him around, Doctor! Bring him around! Lee Chang and I will 
question him—” 

“There is no time for questions, don’t you understand? The 
Commissar is waiting. The General is waiting. His aide is waiting. We 
are all in danger if we hesitate. Satan! Do you think they come here 
with those difficult illegal passports just to get killed in a San 
Francisco warehouse? We must get rid of this man immediately and 
then meet together to plan a swift re-grouping.” 

“But if this man is from AXE—” 

“A thousand curses upon AXE and upon you fools for not having 
seen the tattoo before! I tell you it is too late for questions and you 
will get rid of this man now! He is too far gone for me to try to bring 
him round.” 

Dr. Twin, Nick thought hazily, had lost much of his usual aplomb. 

In the midst of his pain and haziness, Nick permitted himself the 
slightest raising of an eyelid. He saw three men. One was Dr. Twin, 
and he looked harassed. He did not know the other two by name, but 
he had seen them before. One was raising a trapdoor while the third 
looked on, holding his bandaged head and looking very ill indeed. 

The foul smell of an open sewer struck Nick’s nostrils like a spume 
of vapor from a giant outdoor privy. Yet the rhythm of his breathing 
did not change. Inside himself he was fighting for control, for life 
itself, for awareness and for strength. 

Hands grasped him roughly. In another moment he felt himself 
sliding over the yawning hole which led into the city sewer. He had 
enough sense left to realize that he was probably in a sub-basement of 
the Orient Import-Export Company and that he had only one chance 
left to live, and then the hands thrust his body down into a rushing, 
foul-smelling stream of filth. 

He took one long, deep breath and held it. 

Hands pushed down on his head. For a minute, two minutes, more. 
He felt himself die slowly. He let his body go under ... deeper, deeper, 
deeper. ... 

There was a muted clang and everything was black. 

He counted, waiting, feeling his head come close to bursting. But 
he had to give them time to move away. Another minute passed.... 

When at last he raised his head above the fetid water level of the 
sewer and inhaled the foul polluted air he knew that he had come as 
close to death as he had ever come. He might yet die; he probably 
would. 

But he had one more appointment to keep. 

He reached out one aching arm and groped for the underside of 
the trapdoor. His other hand felt about his body to see if they had 
taken anything from him. 


And he was satisfied. 


The slender, delicately boned man in the immaculate silk suit sat 
at the head of the table and gazed at his companions through dark 
glasses. There were five of them now; the three men from Peking and 
two others, both wounded, one of them severely. 

“These things happen, gentlemen,” said Dr. Twin. “But the 
immediate danger is now over. The man was an AXE agent and he has 
been disposed of. Others may follow. We will be gone. The Company 
will continue with its legitimate operations in my absence, and I shall 
divert Argo’s operations and put him back to work when the time is 
ripe. All this means nothing but a minor delay. Of course, I have 
suffered something of a loss... .” His voice cracked, and he paused. 
“But,” he went on, recovering, “our first concern is to leave here 
without trace. Tu Ying will take you by car to the helicopter, which 
will take you to your place of debarkation. Nothing is lost, gentlemen. 
Nothing. Well, hardly anything.” 

The Comrades bowed their heads. It was the fat man who spoke, 
almost reverently. 

“You have our sympathies, dear Comrade,” he said, “on the loss of 
your fine daughter. But she served us well, enriched our cause. We are 
all most impressed by your loyalty and your efficiency. Indeed, we are 
particularly gratified that the AXE agent has been disposed of, because 
it seems to us that he is very likely the same man who has given us so 
much trouble in the past. That particular obstruction—” 

He stopped talking suddenly but his mouth stayed open. His eyes 
slowly widened and his face was a startled mask. 

The other men followed his gaze. Tu Ying and Dr. Twin started 
from their chairs. The General’s hand flew to his revolver butt. They 
stared, frozen into a tableau of half-standing men and staring eyes. 

The door of the room had quietly opened. And looming in it was 
the monstrous figure of something that looked more like some great 
beast than a man. Slime, filth, blood and excrement covered the 
figure. The clothes were torn and smeared, the hair was matted and 
filthy, and the eyes were wild and bloodshot. 

For a fraction of a second, Nick Carter stood there filling the door 
frame from jamb to jamb, legs outstretched and arms hanging loosely 
at his sides. He stared back at them. “Boo!” he said, and staggered. 

They did not see the small ball, the tiny, shiny metal ball in his 
right hand, nor the slight twisting movement that he gave it before he 
let it drop. Nor the deep breath that he took as he fell forward to the 
floor. For the slight satisfaction it gave him he had to use a small wisp 
of that breath to force out his dying message. 

“Argo sends his love from hell,” he said through gritted teeth. 


“He’ll see you there.” 

And then again he held his breath and lay there in the doorway 
like a dead man. 

“For the love of God!” said Twin, his face pale green and shiny. 

“Comrade! Blasphemy!” Ling said sharply, and caught suddenly at 
his throat. 

The General stood up abruptly, swayed, and dropped. 

It took about fifteen seconds for the rest of them to fall and die. 

Pierre, the lethal gas pellet, wet and sticky though he was, had 
done his usual deadly job with his usual speed. 

Nick shambled to his feet and closed the door on Blossom’s father 
and his overseers from Peking. 

And then, bone-weary, bleeding, stinking like a cesspool, he 
fumbled his way through the dark passages of the Orient Import- 
Export Company and out into the fresh night air. 


“Nick, darling!” whispered Chelsea. 

“Love-baby,” said Nick. “Ouch! No, forget the ouch. Do it again. 
Closer, sweetheart. Closer, There... .” 

A lot of things had happened in the two weeks he had spent in the 
hospital getting patched up. Drugs analyzed, tapes listened to, the 
whole tale of Peking’s insidious drugs-and-propaganda plot unfolded 
... pushers trapped, kids moaning as they were taken off the hook, the 
O.I.E. Company stripped from stem to stern. 

But for the moment none of it mattered, important though it was. 
What mattered now was the warmth of the bed and the closeness of 
the two loving bodies. 

“Love me?” murmured Chelsea. 

“Love you,” whispered Nick. 

It was clean and it was beautiful. 

They lay in each other’s arms letting the pleasure mount slowly 
and deliciously. And then it was no longer slow, but delirious with 
excitement, and time lost all meaning in the undulations of their 
rhythmic dance. 

Darkness crept into the room near the Top of the Mark. The silence 
was broken only by soft sighs; and the ice in the champagne bucket 
melted. The whole world was centered in that one warm, soft, 
luxurious bed. 

Or so it seemed to Nick as he wrestled joyously with Chelsea. He 
was making the kind of love he needed to make, after all the ugliness, 
and she was excitement and comfort and happiness all wrapped up in 
one wonderful, truly female being. 

A sensual, sexual being... . Their bodies moved in unison, 
energetically. 


Nick’s senses twanged suddenly and his mind seemed to float away 
in a warm sea. Chelsea’s fingers dug into the flesh of his back and they 
rocked together, rapturously, happy beyond words. Together they felt 
the world explode in one great plunging burst of passion. 

They lay together like exhausted gladiators for several minutes 
afterwards. Then Chelsea sighed and turned to him. Her lips caressed 
his face; her arms came lightly around him. 

“More,” she whispered. “More, before someone blows the whistle.” 

“No whistle,” Nick said drowsily. “The world can end without my 
help. No phones, no interruptions, nothing. You and me together for 
the next three weeks.” 

“Is that really so?” said Chelsea dubiously. “What about that alarm 
clock that usually goes off right about now?” 

Nick smiled into the darkness and held her very close. 

“I turned it off,” he said. 


THE END 


